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Abstract
Gilmore, Margaret Ann. Ed.D. The University of Memphis, August, 2014. A
Comparative Analysis of the Peak Experiences of Eleventh Grade Students Who Are And
Are Not On Track For Graduation. Major Professor: Reginald L. Green, Ed.D.
A critical issue that is facing American education today is the problem of the
percentage of high school dropouts. A growing number of students are dropping out of
school each year and negatively impacting society as a whole. Exposures of lagging
graduation rates and early dropouts numbers have sparked renewed interest in the dropout
problem our nation is facing. However, few studies have focused on emotional, social,
and intellectual peak experiences as a platform to promote student engagement and keep
students on track for graduation.
The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate peak experiences that
kept students committed to graduating from high school and practices and programs that
research revealed kept students on track to graduate. Specifically, the purpose of this
study was threefold: (1) to ascertain peak experiences of eleventh grade students who are
on track to graduate from high school, and those who are not on track to graduate; (2) to
determine if there is a relationship between the grade point average, gender, and ethnicity
and number of peak experiences of eleventh grade students on track for graduation and
those not on track; and (3) to examine if students who are on track for graduation tend to
have more peak experiences that are categorized as emotional, social, and intellectual
peak experiences than those who are not on track for graduation?
The 5-item questionnaire was used to solicit responses from two groups of
students: eleventh graders on track and not on track for high school graduation. Based on
the findings, 13 peak experiences were of significant interest to students on track for
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graduation, and showed a significant difference in the number of students on track for
graduation and those who were not. The peak experiences that were frequently selected
by students on track to graduate were: (1) doing classwork that is relevant, meaningful,
and worthy of my time and attention; (2) making good grades in school; (3) having
teachers who make sure I understand all assignments; (4) being in classrooms in which
there is trust and respect between teacher and students; (5) having caring teachers; (6)
having supportive parents; (7) being part of a school that has a positive climate and
effective discipline; (8) feeling a sense of belonging in school; (9) being accepted by my
peers; (10) being recognized at school for making good grades; (11) being involved in
school clubs; (12)volunteering for community service; and (13) taking challenging
classes. The data analysis revealed that evidence of activities and peak experiences kept
these students on track to graduate from high school. Additionally, the data revealed that
not only do intellectual factors keep students engaged in school, but emotional and social
factors were contributors to students being on track for graduation. Ethnicity tended not
to be a factor in the number of students’ peak experiences.
The conclusions from this study presented evidence of peak experiences that
surfaced in the literature and kept students on track to graduate from high school. These
results can help schools and districts with lagging graduation rates recognize the impact
social, emotional, and intellectual peak experiences have on students’ ability to stay on
track to graduate from high school.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
A critical issue that is facing American education today is the problem of the large
percentage of high school dropouts. Currently, the national high school graduation rate is
80%, concluding that approximately 20% of eligible high school students have opted to
drop out of school (Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Fox, 2013). Despite progress, Balfanz,
Fox, et al. (2013) noted that “graduation rates for African-American males remain in the
upper 50s and low 60s in a subset of Midwestern and Southern states” (p. 5). Exposures
of lagging graduation rates and early dropouts numbers have sparked renewed interest
about the dropout problem from our nation’s leaders. Consequently, greater pressure than
ever before has been placed on the leadership in schools and school districts to improve
graduation rates. Although there are multiple internal and external factors that impact the
dropout rate (Swanson, 2009), educators continue to seek organizational structures within
the school to reverse the trend; understanding that many schools have limited power to
change the out-of-school relationships that place students at risk of dropping out of
school. Despite the moral imperative to do whatever it takes to ensure that every student
who has the potential to graduate completes high school, educators have yet to determine
what experiences contribute to retaining students through graduation (Green, 2010).
According to Stout and Christenson (2009), dropping out has been described as a
“slow process of disengagement from schooling”(p.18). This process encompasses
reduced participation, unsuccessful outcomes, and reduced belonging, which ultimately
culminate in the student’s early departure from school. For this reason, researchers,
educators, and policymakers have turned their focus on identifying reasons why students
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drop out and find possible solutions to the dropout problem (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, &
Paris, 2004). One researcher expressed that the reason an alarming number of students
see dropping out of school as an option is to express their dissatisfaction with school
(Yazzie-Mintz, 2010). Hence, when students experience a gradual process of
disengagement marked by challenges and experiences, it is believed that educators must
identify these students and ensure that schools provide a platform for them to engage in
peak experiences supported by intellectual, social, and emotional engagement.
Subsequently, Finn (1989) argued that the initial reason students withdraw from school
was the lack of participation in school activities, which leads to poor school performance
and alienation from school. Regrettably, this alienation from school may be attributed to
students’ inability to experience a sense of belonging, which then results in low selfesteem and a lack of motivation to engage or achieve (Cassel, 2001).
As researchers seek solutions to the school dropout problem, a resounding
question is posed as to what factors are likely to keep students in school. Green (2010)
postulates that when students encounter peak experiences in school, they are likely to
remain on track to graduate from high school. He offers that when schools have
programs, school activities, and events that provide students a sense of belonging, selfengagement, and self-worth, students are likely to be motivated to stay in school.
Subsequently, these types of experiences equip students with the desire and motivation to
cope with the interactions that occur in school. It is this assumption that grounds the
background of this work. Therefore, for the purpose of this study, a “Peak Experience” is
defined as a school activity, event, or program that provides a student with a sense of
belonging, self-engagement, and self-worth (Green, 2010).
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According to Ryan and Stiller (1994) and Skinner and Wellborn (1994), there is a
plethora of evidence that supports that a feeling of belonging, where close relationships
are formed with social groups and activities in school, significantly facilitates
achievement and motivation for students. Additionally, there is support to indicate that
when teens participate in extracurricular activities and other structured programs, they are
consistently motivated and engaged in the academic program (Scott, 2001). Therefore,
the propensity to stay on track to graduate from high school is heightened. As a result,
such engagement activities can mitigate the risk of dropout and promote school
completion for all students.
Background
Over the past two decades, students’ engagement at school has emerged as a
critical factor across hundreds of dropout prevention programs in the United States
(Christenson et al., 2008). Despite its importance, research studies have reported a lack
of student engagement in schools (Goodlad, 1984; Oakes, 1985; Sizer, 1984; Steinberg,
1996). Meeting the needs of high school students who have become disengaged from
school is a challenge facing teachers and school districts across the country.
Approximately one-third of students who enter high school in the ninth grade fail to
graduate within four years (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Tragically, without a high school
diploma, young people are less likely to succeed in the workforce. There is no denial for
the sense of urgency experienced by school leaders to address the issue of lagging
graduation rates.
As part of the education agenda, federal funds have been consistently allocated to
states to reverse the pervasive, lagging graduation rate. For example, during the 2008
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campaign, President Barack Obama outlined a plan to address high school dropouts by
passing laws that paid for middle school interventions and providing funds to
combat the dropout crisis while investing in strategies to ensure high school students who
graduate are prepared for college. Additionally, billions of dollars were dedicated to the
high school graduation initiatives for districts across the country to initiate proven
dropout prevention strategies designed to keep students on track for graduation; yet the
20% dropout rate remains.
Interestingly, researchers have noticed that student engagement usually peaks
during elementary school, but decreases through middle school and early high school
(Lopez, 2011). With a decline of involvement and enthusiasm, this downward trend
suggests that educators are losing the hearts and minds of some students from fifth
through tenth grades (Lopez, 2011). Willms (2003) postulates that schools can play a big
role in affecting higher levels of student engagement, which may increase the likelihood
of students remaining on track for high school graduation. He noted that when there are
high expectations for student success, a strong disciplinary school climate, and good
relationships between students and teachers, students are more likely to engage beyond
the elementary grades. Further, the research of Pinkus (2008), (as cited in Fairchild et al.,
2011) suggested, “students who achieve critical academic benchmarks such as high
attendance rates, continuous levels of credit accumulation, and high grades have a greater
chance for success throughout high school and beyond” (p. 5).
Statement of Problem
The problem undergirding this study was the growing number of students who
drop out of school each year. It was perceived that a dropout rate of 20% negatively
impact society as a whole, causing record numbers of illiterant individuals and yielding
	
  

4	
  	
  

	
  
more prisons, crimes, and disruptions in our nation (Music, 2012). According to Aud,
Fox, and KewalRamani (2010), “Young adults who do not finish high school are more
likely to be unemployed than those who complete high school and if they do find
employment they may earn less than high school graduates”(p. 94). Despite increased
instructional leadership practices in schools and the many programs that are implemented
to increase teacher effectiveness and teaching and learning, there are still a large number
of students dropping out of school. Therefore, it was reasonable to investigate peak
experiences that kept students engaged in school, as well as some likely causes for the
high school dropout rate in order to effectively implement sustainable intervention
strategies with fidelity.
Purpose of Study
This researcher sought to investigate peak experiences that kept students
committed to graduating from high school, as well as practices and programs that
research revealed were most likely to keep students on track to graduate. Specifically,
the purpose of this study is threefold: (1) to ascertain peak experiences of eleventh grade
students who were on track to graduate from high school, and those who were not on
track to graduate; (2) to determine if there were a relationship between the grade point
average, gender, and ethnicity and number of peak experiences of eleventh grade students
on track for graduation and those not on track, and (3) to examine if students who were
on track for graduation had more peak experiences that are categorized as emotional,
social, and intellectual peak experiences than those who were not on track for graduation.
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Research Questions
This study was guided by the following four research questions:
1. Is there a relationship between the type of peak experiences chosen by
students who are on track for graduation and those who are not?
2.

Do students who are on track for graduation tend to have more peak
experiences than those who are not on track?

3. Is there a relationship between the number of peak experiences and a student’s
grade point average, gender, and ethnicity?
4. Do students who are on track for graduation tend to have more peak
experiences that are categorized as emotional, social, and intellectual peak
experiences than those who are not on track?
Significance of Study
This study could assist school districts in identifying strategies to improve selfefficacy of students and provide school leaders with retention strategies that will reduce
the dropout rate. Additionally, this study could help schools and districts with lagging
graduation rates to identify peak experiences students perceived kept them on track to
graduate from high school. The results will have important implications for teachers,
administrators, and school districts, as they learn the type of engagement activities that
tend to influence peak experiences for students who are on track for graduation. An
accrual of findings from this study could better help school districts and high school
personnel identify influential factors along students’ educational journey that can
encourage them to stay on track to graduate from high school.
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Limitations
This study was restrictive because the findings only represented schools in the
Southeastern United States. Their responses did not reflect all school settings and did not
provide for generalizations. There was no control of the data that included the number of
students who were on track to graduate and those who were not on track to graduate.
Additionally, there was no control over how students responded to the survey. Although
the study focused on high schools in western Tennessee, the data collected can be useful
in identifying peak experiences that influence students to stay on track for graduation.
Assumptions
Children who enter kindergarten need to have peak experiences as they
matriculate through school. When this occurs, it will sustain a students’ interest and keep
them on track to graduate from high school.
Definitions of Terms
•

A “Peak Experience” is a school activity, event, or program that provides a
student with a sense of belonging, self-engagement, and self-worth.
It equips a student with the skills and ability to cope with the interactions that
occur in schools (Green, 2010).

•

Emotional Engagement is described as a student’s sense of belonging, a feeling
of being important and valued in the school (Finn, 1989).

•

Intellectual Engagement is rigorous school curriculum that provides support to
students and teachers who empower and engage them academically (Azzam,
2007).
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•

Lagging Graduation Rates fall below the national average (Balfanz, Bridgeland,
DePaoli, et al., 2014).

•

On Track For Graduation indicates the student has accumulated at least 15
credits at the end of 11th grade, good attendance, and no “Fs” as a final semester
grade in high school (Allensworth & Easton, 2005).

•

Sense of Belonging describes students’ sense of belonging as classroom
membership in which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and
supported by others in the school environment (Goodenow, 1993).

•

Social Engagement is participation in school-related activities, both academic
and extracurricular (Bohnert, Fredricks, & Randall, 2010).

Theoretical Framework
According to Huitt (2007), Maslow’s (1954) Hierarchy of Needs research tried to
connect human motivation based on individual needs. Initially, Maslow conceptualized
that self-actualized people have an ongoing appreciation of life, are concerned about
personal growth, and have experiences that can be classified as peak experiences.
Drawing on the work of Maslow (1950), Thompson, Grace, and Cohen (2001) state that
the most important needs for school-age children are connection, recognition, and power.
The lens of Maslow’ theory informed this study. Maslow felt strongly about peak
experiences and the impact these experiences have on people’s lives. He believed that
peak experiences improved a person’s creativity, and these experiences are repeated if
they are meaningful (Maslow, 1959). Additionally, Maslow (1971) posited that most
emotional illness in society stems from failure to satisfy the need of belonging;
subsequently, students exhaust their energies trying to meet this deficiency and have no
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energy left for higher-level cognitive functions. Glasser (1986) asserted that the need for
belonging is one of the five basic needs that humans need to function. Lopez (2011)
posited that some youths do not share a sense of belonging and do not believe that
academic success will have a strong bearing on their future. According to Finn (1989)
and Jenkins (1995), “These feelings and attitudes may result in their becoming
disaffected from school” (p. 221). They gradually withdraw from activities in school and
cause classroom disruptions. Moreover, they develop a negative attitude toward teachers
and other students, thus making it the biggest challenge facing education.
Maslow (1970) believed that students experience success in school when they are
self-fulfilled and have peak experiences. Further, he believed that when one experiences a
deep feeling of love, belonging, and fulfillment, he or she is motivated to achieve
ambitions. It is the combined contributions of such works that served as the foundation of
this study and substantiated the rationale for peak experiences for students to remain on
track for graduation.
Organization of Study
This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 includes an
introduction to peak experiences, background of the study, a statement of the problem,
the purpose of the study, assumptions, research questions, definition of terms used in the
study, a theoretical framework for the study, and limitations/delimitations. Chapter 2
provides a review of the critical literature that is relevant to understanding Peak
Experiences that promote student engagement activities as social, emotional, and
intellectual engagement. The focus for chapter 3 is methodology that is used to answer
the research questions for this study. To analyze the data, the study utilizes a description
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of participants, instrumentation, research questions, procedures, data analysis, and
limitations. Chapter 4 delineates an analysis of the data, and Chapter 5 provides a
conclusive discussion of the findings, conclusions, and recommendation for further
research.
Summary
The conversation about the future of American youths begins with a negotiated
focus about how to raise the graduation rate via engagement activities in schools and how
to encourage school districts to spark a conversation that will provide students with
opportunities to engage in peak experiences. States, communities, and school districts
have a moral responsibility to reverse the current decline in graduation rates. The work
must begin in school districts across this country to stop the declining trend of students
dropping out of school. When students are engaged and experience peak experiences, it
boosts their well-being, increases achievement scores, and keeps students on track to
graduate from high school. The conditions in engaged-schools promote involvement and
enthusiasm for learning which leads to on-track graduates. In summary, offering
continuous support for young adolescents and high school students continues to be a
challenge for school districts, but perhaps providing them the provision of memorable
moments could ultimately help students complete high school (Bland, 2012).
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
Introduction
This chapter presents a review of relevant literature that examines peak
experiences that keep students committed to graduating from high school, as well as
practices and programs that research reveals are most likely to keep students on track to
graduate. Primarily, this chapter examines the three levels of student engagement found
in the literature, emotional, social, and intellectual, as driving forces to keep students in
school through graduation. A secondary outcome of this section is to closely review when
disengagement occurs and how the aforementioned engagement opportunities influence
students’ perceptions about the school setting.
Last, the components of this chapter provides the reader with a broad
understanding of peak experiences through the lens of theorists who lay the foundation to
answer the following research questions: (1) Is there a relationship between the type of
peak experiences chosen by students who are on track for graduation and those who are
not? (2) Do students who are on track for graduation tend to have more peak experiences
than those who are not on track? (3) Is there a relationship between the number of peak
experiences and a student’s grade point average, gender, and ethnicity? (4) Do students
who are on track for graduation tend to have more peak experiences that are categorized
as emotional, social, and intellectual peak experiences than those who are not on track?
Overview of School Dropout and Graduation Rates
Improving the high school dropout and graduation rates is an unnerving
educational challenge in our country. Most notably, an alarming number of students have
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started to see dropping out of school as an option for expressing their disloyalty to school
(Yazzie-Mintz, 2010). According to the data from the United States Department of
Education, more than one-fourth of high school students in the class of 2006 did not
graduate in four years (Cataldi, Laird, & KewalRamani, 2009). In addition, Limited
English Proficient (LEP), males, and minority (except for Asian) students are more likely
to drop out than their counterparts (Gilleland & McMillen, 2009). Across the United
States, the average freshmen graduation rate for Black students is 66.1%; for White
students, it is 83%, and Hispanic and American Indians/Alaskan Natives are at 71.4% and
69.1% respectively (Sable & Stillwell, 2013). In Midwestern and Southern states, the
graduation rate for African American males is between 50-60% (Balfanz et al., 2014).
The Alliance for Excellent Education (2009) reported that students drop out of
school because of the difficult transitions to high school, lack of basic academic skills,
and the most damaging barrier, a lack of engagement. Steinberg, Johnson, and
Pennington (2006) maintain that dropouts are twice as likely to be unemployed and earn
low wages. According to a 2010 Gallup Student Poll report, 53% of the students lack the
necessary strategies to reach the big goals of graduation and employment. Lopez (2011)
suggests that hope, engagement, and well-being are positioned as indicators of future
success and are linked to attendance, grades, achievement scores, and retention.
Moreover, a keen focus on achievement and accountability in educational policy and
practice has highlighted the dropout problem in high schools across the country (YazzieMintz, 2009).
The literature illustrates what school districts, educators, and policymakers need
to keenly focus on to engage students and keep them on track to graduate from high
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school. Moreover, the literature is filled with engagement activities that promote peak
experiences that keep students engaged in school and on track for graduation. The term
“student engagement” is used to describe student involvement in extracurricular activities
in school, meaningful participation in class activities, and students’ willingness to
participate and emotionally connect with the school environment and academic programs.
The Lack of Engagement
Researchers believe that dropping out is not an event, but rather a long process of
disengagement from school. For example, dropping out has been described as a slow
process of disengagement from school (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006). Usually,
students who dropout are not fully engaged in school, have reduced participation, little
sense of belonging, and have unsuccessful outcomes; these culminate in students
dropping out of school (Stout & Christenson, 2009). Addressing the essential needs of
schools with disengaged students is perhaps the most challenging factor that teachers and
school districts across this country face (Willms, 2003). To quote President Barack
Obama, “This is a problem we can’t afford to accept or ignore. The stakes are too high –
for our children, for our economy, for our country. It’s time for all of us to come together
– parents and students, principals and teachers, business leaders and elected officials – to
end America’s dropout crisis” (Obama, 2010).
Furthermore, jobs for high school dropouts have dismally dissipated as a result of
the United States economy shifting from producing goods to processing information
(Rumberger & Lamb, 2003). High school dropouts are costing the nation billions of
dollars in lost productivity over their lifetime (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2007).
Because the nation is facing a withering dropout crisis, to address this crisis requires a
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better understanding of what schools must do to keep students on track to graduate from
high school. A multiplicity of factors in elementary or middle school may influence
students’ performance in high school prior to dropping out (Rumberger & Lim, 2008).
From the research of Rumberger (2008), the following factors predict whether students
drop out or graduate from high school:
1. Educational Performances – test scores and grades in high school;
academic achievement in elementary/middle school; retention and student
mobility
2. Behaviors – student engagement or involvement in academic work and
social aspects of school; participating in sports or other extracurricular
activities; high absenteeism
3. Attitudes – high levels of expectations associated with lower dropout rates
4. Background – participation in preschool; improving school readiness and
affecting adolescent outcomes, including high school completion (p. 14)
Evidence from the aforementioned practices suggests school districts coordinate
resources and support school leaders in promoting an engaging and high quality learning
environment.
As cited in Beck and Malley (2003), Norton’s (1995) Quality Classroom
Management research suggested that when students sense a feeling of rejection and
unworthiness in a teacher’s classroom, they exhibit the following behaviors:

	
  

•

Resentful and withdrawn

•

Resistant to additional efforts to gain their trust

•

Rebellious and refusing to cooperate
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•

Retreating by becoming truant, dropping out, or turning to drugs

•

Reluctant to do anything

•

Engaging in overt activities designed to get even with the teacher (p.133)

Such rejection perceived by a student begins the process of disengagement from school,
leading to the increased probability of becoming a dropout. These behaviors suggest that
given the high prevalence of achievement problems and early dropout from schools, if
school leaders are committed to keeping students on track to graduate from high school,
they must view peak experiences as a mean of promoting student engagement activities.
Therefore, at the core of this review, Green (2010) postulates that providing
students with peak experiences will help schools with lagging graduation rates and keep
students on track to graduate from high school. He asserts that schools that have
programs, school activities, and events that provide students a sense of belonging, selfengagement, and self-worth will keep them motivated to graduate. Students who are
engaged in peak experiences are involved in school programs, events, activities, clubs,
and feel they belong at school (Green, 2010). These types of experiences equip students
with the desire and motivation to cope with the interactions that occur in school.
In essence, to keep students on track for graduation, educators must understand
the types of engagement students need during their school life to help them remain
connected and dedicated to school completion. This is essential because students who are
fully engaged in school tend to earn higher grades, score better on tests, report a sense of
belonging, accomplish tasks, and reach their personal goals (Stout & Christenson, 2009).
It is the strong support for such findings that places student engagement on the agenda of
many school districts and political platforms (Christenson et al., 2008).
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Types of Student Engagement
Research from the National Research Council (2004) and Finn (1989) identifies
three types of student engagement:
1. Emotional/affective engagement
2. Social/behavioral engagement
3. Intellectual/academic engagement
The study of engagement as multidimensional and as an interaction between the
individual and the environment promises to help society better understand the complexity
of children’s experiences in school (Fredricks et al., 2004). Student engagement measures
have been shown to correlate positively with achievement and negatively with the
likelihood of dropping out of school (Fredricks et al., 2004). Also, Green (1998)
describes 13 nurturing characteristics that should exist in schools to address the social,
emotional, and ethical development of children. These characteristics which cluster
logically into four themes are:
1. Effective teacher/student relationships
2. Environment of the school and classroom
3. Professionalism among administration, faculty, and staff
4. Students' feelings about themselves (p.2)
Green (1998) believes that schools that nurture the social, emotional, and ethical aspects
of a child’s development will result in increased academic achievement of students and
that their enthusiasm for school will increase. Green’s (1998) study supports the work of
Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce, et al. (2013) which suggests that social and emotional
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competencies are critical to the academic success of students and should be integrated
into the PreK-12 curriculum.
This study reviewed the literature on three aspects of student engagement
activities and how these outcomes of engagement promoted peak experiences and were
associated with higher levels of academic success. Students who experienced these
various levels of engagement in school increase their likelihood of staying in school and
performed better academically. Weissberg and Cascarino (2013) affirmed that “When
schools promote students’ academic, social, and emotional learning, students will possess
the basic competencies, work habits, and values for engaged postsecondary education,
meaningful careers, and constructive citizenship” (p. 8).	
  
Emotional/Affective Engagement
Emotional/Affective engagement is one type of student engagement activity that
promotes peak experiences. When students experience emotional engagement in school,
they feel a sense of belonging and self-actualization (National Research Council, 2004).
Two of the most important measures of student engagement are a student’s sense of
belonging and participation at school (Willms, 2003). Certainly, school is central to the
daily life of many students, second only to family; undoubtedly, it is the most stabilizing
force in the lives of children (Blum, 2005). Emotional engagement makes reference to
students’ affective reactions in the classrooms and in school (Connell & Wellborn, 1991;
Skinner & Belmont, 1993). According to Finn (1989), emotional engagement is
described as a student’s sense of belonging -a feeling of being important and valued in
the school.
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Hargreaves, Ryan, and Earl (1996) postulate that students are increasingly asked
to do more, but given less guidance and support. Teenagers have a strong yearning to
connect meaningfully with a group. A meaningful connection includes respect and care
that encourages authenticity for each individual in the group. Being a part of a group
encourages young people to reveal more and more of themselves, knowing that others
will see and hear them for who they really are (Kessler, 2000). Such acceptance creates a
deep connection with a group, which leads to a sense of belonging. Students who feel a
sense of belonging are loving, friendly, cooperative, and able to trust and form healthy
attachment opportunities (Kessler, 2000).
Carol Goodenow (1993) further describes students’ sense of belonging as
classroom membership in which students feel personally accepted, respected, included,
and supported by others in the school environment. Literature supports the notion that
identifying with peers in school greatly diminishes a student’s risk of dropping out
(Guerin & Denti, 1999). Therefore, sense of belonging is further explained as an
important aspect in the consideration of emotional/affective engagement.
Sense of Belonging. Glasser (1986) asserted that one of the five basic needs of a
human is the need to belong. Maslow (1968) further argued that food and shelter are the
only needs that take precedence over the need for love and belonging. Although the need
to belong occurs throughout a person’s life, Eccles and Midgley (1989) posited that it is
during the adolescent stage that the need to connect with others through supportive
relationships is at its peak. Finn (1989) argued that when students lack a sense of
belonging in the schoolhouse, they are more likely to have disruptive behavior, a higher
truancy rate, and drop-out of school; however, Finn (1989) posits that increased student
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connection and sense of belonging could help to decrease student disengagement and
subsequently moderate drop-out rates. Goodenow’s (1993) study further supported Finns
work by stating “When students felt they belonged, they had higher expectations of their
abilities to succeed, and they were more motivated to learn and believed in the worth of
their academics” (p.35).
Clearly, students are more likely to succeed when they feel connected to school,
and feel they “belong” in their school (Blum, 2003). Finn (1989) suggests that a sense of
belonging and valuing school goals lead to an increase in the quality of students’
participation in school activities. However, simply feeling accepted and respected
without valuing instruction will not lead to successful performance on academic tasks
(Finn, 1989). In essence, a student’s level of identification with and being involved in the
goals of schools impacts his interest in forming bonds with peers and adults in the school
(Brown, 2005). Schools should go beyond embracing the perception of mastery of
learning in a classroom environment and examine perceptions of belonging to see if they
encourage student motivation and engagement in the classroom (Greene, Miller,
Crowson, Duke, & Akey, 2004).
Drawing from the work of Maslow (1954), Seligman (2011) suggests that
individuals who focus on positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships, purpose,
and accomplishment flourish in their lives. Thus, school administrators must consider the
provision of peak experiences for every child a moral imperative, ensuring these
memorable moments sufficient to sustain a child’s interest at each level of his educational
journey (Green, 2010).
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Further, students who perceive teachers and school community as creating a
caring, well-structured learning environment of high expectations are more likely to be
connected to school (Blum, 2003). Goodenow (1991) found that urban students tended to
have lower levels of belonging in school. It is not clear whether promoting a sense of
belonging can help students achieve at higher levels; however, many researchers believe
that students’ sense of belonging and academic achievement may be related over time,
with each positive outcome reinforcing the other. Students are more likely to stay in
school longer and attend regularly when they feel connected to their school (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2009b).
Several studies have identified activities that were instrumental in positively
influencing students’ perceptions about their roles in school. For example, “Engagement
requires psychological connections within the academic environment and active student
behavior” (p.1099). Additionally, participation leads to successful performance,
promoting feelings of identification with school, which in turn promotes ongoing
participation. According to Aud et al. (2010), one of the main reasons students leave
school prior to graduation is a sense that school is not for them. The PISA study
conducted by Willms (2000) found that all schools in nearly every country had at least
15% of their students who experienced a low sense of belonging. Moreover, students who
fail in school often do not feel accepted. They have the propensity to seek after their
“own sense of belongingness”, even if it means they seek after antisocial groups (Kaplan
& Johnson, 1992).
Burnett and Walz (1994) suggest that gangs become enticing to students who do
not have a sense of belonging in their schools, especially young men who feel insecure
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about their masculinity and who feel a sense of power from joining a gang. Subsequently,
schools should pay particular attention to three school variables that are significant risk
factors that might cause students to gravitate toward gang-related activities: low
expectations for school success, uncommitted to school, and detached from teachers
(Decker, Melde, & Pvrooz, 2013). With academic failure rates increasing in schools, it is
important that educators understand the role of alienation and disengagement from
school.
As a rule, satisfaction of one's need for belonging creates more efficient coping
strategies that are grounded in social, emotional, and intellectual activities (Skinner &
Wellborn, 1997). Peer relationships are the most influential factor in an adolescent’s life
(Tate, 2001). In general, in most areas, there is a lack of programs in most areas related to
dropout prevention that specifically target the middle school population. Students who
do not adjust well in transitioning to high school often substitute school values by
embracing unconventional values of crime and delinquency and finding themselves
dropping out and experiencing difficulties trying to return (Barton, 2005).
Hargreaves et al. (1996) posited that “One of the most fundamental reforms
needed in secondary and high school education is to make schools into better
communities of caring and support for young people” (p.77). When an individual
experiences a deep feeling of love, belonging, and fulfillment, he or she is motivated to
achieve ambitions (Maslow, 1970). Simply put, the significance of perceiving oneself to
be a valued member of a big, wider group is paramount (Fromm, 1956 & Horney, 1945).
While not all school success correlates to belonging or connectedness, schools that offer
programs where relationships are built counteract disengagement that leads to alienation.

	
  

	
  
21	
  

	
  
For example, a targeted intervention was noted to have contributed to students staying
on track for graduation and promoting successful school completion (Levin, 2008).
Check & Connect has been used by schools across the country and has features such as:
1.

A mentor who works with the students and stops by during lunch and
connects with them.

2.

A mentor who checks on students’ academic progress on a regular basis.

3.

A contact person who intervenes in a timely manner with students who are
not engaged or connected to school.

4.

A contact person who partners with students’ families.

5.

A mentor who builds relationships with students by developing trust and
open communication with them.

Through the use of Check & Connect, school leaders can provide targeted interventions
and help students stay on track to graduate (Stout & Christenson, 2009). The
identification of students who are missing more than ten percent of the days enrolled is
critical and should be recognized as an early warning of school drop out. The good news
is that irregular attendance or chronic absence can be significantly reduced when schools,
communities, and families join together to monitor and promote attendance, as well as to
identify and address the factors that prevent young students from attending school every
day (California Department of Education, 2014).
Trusty and Dooley-Dickey (1993) revealed that when students felt they were not a
part of the school environment and reported a sense of alienation, their math and reading
grades were negatively impacted. Further, when students are in an environment that is
perceived not to be inviting and supportive, they distance themselves physically or
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psychologically (Wentzel & Asher, 1995). For this reason, school leaders should create
an environment where students perceive themselves to be a valued member of the student
body (Epstein 1992). Researcher Osterman (2000) argued for years that schools that
provide students with a supportive environment, fostered with a sense of belonging,
increased student engagement and achievement. Maslow (1970) offers that individuals
progress through several levels and become self-actualized, mature, healthy, and selffulfilled. Often, the motivation to learn originates in the need to experience love,
sympathy, and caring.
The perception of belonging, fostered by the recognition of a nurturing and
supportive school environment, has been found to positively impact engagement and
achievement within school and community arenas (Greene &Walker, 2009). Further,
when students are part of a school environment where they feel accepted and valued, they
tend to engage in more activities at the school (Solomon, Battistic, Watson, Schaps, &
Lewis, 2000).
Hargreaves et al. (1996) stated, “One of the most fundamental reforms needed in
secondary and high school education is to make schools into better communities of caring
and support for young people” (p.77). Goodenow (1993) revealed that when schools
establish an environment that is both supportive and inclusive, they are better able to
foster and support student perceptions of belonging, which ultimately increases student
engagement and achievement. Interestingly, when teachers’ classroom behaviors exude a
warm, supportive, and encouraging climate, a sense of community among students
increases (Goodenow, 1993). Beck and Malley (1998) postulated that stereotypical
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practices in the classroom that bring feelings of rejection place students at higher risk of
not completing high school.
Anderman (2003) examined change in middle-school students’ sense of belonging
over time and revealed, in spite of an overall decline in belonging between sixth and
seventh grades, this decline was partially corrected when students perceived their
teachers as requiring students to treat each other with respect (Ames, 1992). To this end,
a student’s positive emotional engagement focuses on the extent of positive or negative
reactions to teachers, school, academics, and classmates (Fredricks et al., 2011).
Sonnenblick (1997) studied middle-school girls who lacked a sense of belonging,
which ultimately put them at risk for dropping out of school and becoming involved in
gang related activities. “She instituted the Girls Acquiring Leadership Skills Through
Service (GALSS) Club for the express purpose of involving at-risk girls in the school
community and, thereby, increasing their sense of belonging. Results suggested that
student participants became more self-assured and mature and that they took more
responsibility for themselves within the club” (p. 243).
The perception of belonging positively impacts engagement and achievement
within school and community settings and fosters a supportive environment that is rooted
in the relationships formed at school (Greene & Walker, 2009).
Student/Teacher Relationships. The bond that exists between the teacher and
student is the foundation upon which a sense of belonging can materialize (Beck &
Malley, 2003). Garmezy (1991) noted that student perceptions of supportive
relationships are primary protective factors in schools and the wider community. In
Finn’s research (1989), indicators of emotional engagement speak to student-teacher
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relations, such as the student’s ability to get along well with teachers at school; when
students value what they are learning, and consider it meaningful and relevant to their
future, they become more engaged in school. Long (1977) suggested that when students
exhibit the behaviors mentioned, teachers must provide continuous acts of kindness as a
means to foster trusting student/teacher relationships. Moreover, characteristics, such as
optimism, perceived personal control, positive relationships with teachers, flexibility, and
most important, social support are factors that increase the likelihood of students’ ability
to cope in school (Zimmer-Gembeck & Locke, 2007).
Besides that, a sense of belonging and a belief in students’ own competency seem
to be missing from their experiences of disengaged and underachieving students (Scales
& Taccogna, 2000). The quality of a teacher-student relationship influences a student’s
behavioral and social adjustment (Ang, 2005). To add to this research, Murray and
Greenbery (2000) affirm that fifth and sixth grade students who experienced poor
relationships with their teachers also had poorer grades. Having a positive and supportive
relationship with a teacher influences students’ academic success (Parker & Asher, 1987;
Wentzel, 2002). According to Willms (2000), the culture of the school and the teachers
and principals play an integral role in whether students are receptive to the culture of the
school as well as if students are engaged in school activities.
McPartland (1994) emphasizes the importance of students experiencing success at
school, experiencing a positive interpersonal climate, being provided help with serious
personal problems, and being provided with coursework that is relevant to their lives and
goals. These tenets will keep students on track to graduate from high school and promote
successful completion of school. Essentially, schools must provide ways to enhance
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students’ interest in school, enthusiasm to learn, and sense of belonging by ensuring that
students understand that there is someone available to talk to them and help during the
school day (Christenson & Thurlow, 2004).
Social Engagement
Social Engagement is another type of student engagement activity that promotes
peak experiences. Social Engagement references students’ participation in school-related
activities, both academic and extracurricular (Hirschfield & Gasper, 2010). Examples
outlined in this work refer to social engagement activities as extracurricular, afterschool
activities, and volunteer work. Students who receive social support go through
“processes of social exchange that contribute to the development of individuals’
behavioral patterns, social cognitions, and values” (Farmer & Farmer, 1996, p. 433).
To this end, Finn (1989) believes that participation in school is the behavioral
aspect of engagement and that it is characterized by involvement in class-related and
extracurricular activities. According to the Center for Information and Research on Civic
Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), students who are involved in volunteer work,
community service, or student government have higher grades in reading, math, and
science and are more likely to graduate from college. The results from the study also
suggested that community service activities required for classes have slightly greater
effects on the academic progress of males versus females, but they have similar effects
across race/ethnicity. Moreover, participating in activities that support social engagement
during high school significantly improves the odds of students attending college,
encourages fellowship, and contributes to students’ feelings of belonging and school
satisfaction (Danielsen, 2009; Dávila & Mora, 2007). The following findings further
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explain social engagement experiences as extracurricular activities and afterschool
activities and their impact on students’ motivation to remain connected to school through
graduation.
Extracurricular Activities. The literature supports that there is a positive
relationship that exists between extracurricular activities, school participation, and
academic achievement as they relate to students who graduate from high school (Hanson
& Kraus, 1998). Fredricks (2011) contends that participation in school-based
extracurricular activities, such as academic clubs, the arts, and sports, plays an integral
role in young people’s school experience. For example, participation in these organized
activities provides valuable opportunities for students to grow, connect to academicallyoriented peer groups, and build social skills (Fredricks & Eccles, 2010). In 2003, the
Journal of Adolescent Research reported that students who participated in extracurricular
activities were less likely to drop out of school, but were more likely to participate in
civic organizations and have the proclivity to experience higher levels of academic
achievement. The work of Bohnert et al. (2010) supports the research that suggests that
participation in extracurricular activities is equated with higher grades, motivation, and
students completing high school.
Extracurricular activities, such as music, academic clubs, and sports, offer
opportunities for students to develop the values of teamwork, individual and group
responsibilities, physical strength, a sense of community, and enjoyment. These
activities provide a channel for reinforcing lessons students learn in the classroom, thus
applying academic skills in a real-world context as part of a well-rounded education.
Research from Lamborn, Brown, Mounts, and Steinberg (1992) and Finn (1993)
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suggested that participation in extracurricular activities might increase students’ sense of
engagement or attachment to school and, thereby, decrease the likelihood of school
failure. Moreover, Putnam (2000) asserted that social engagement is important to
people’s health and well-being, and contributes to young people’s quality of life.
Further, when students are socially engaged in school activities, it heightens their
sense of being a part of a group. They participate in extracurricular activities, such as
sports, school clubs, and fine arts. Ream and Rumberger (2008) maintain, “behavioral
and social aspects of schooling are dynamically interlinked within the overall process of
school completion or dropout” (p. 114). Moreover, Finn (1989) postulates that when
students are socially engaged, they involve themselves in class-related and extracurricular
activities. Trusty and Dooley-Dickey (1993) postulated that when students are
disengaged or experience a sense of alienation toward school, their grades in reading and
math are negatively impacted. However, when students are involved in school activities,
they are more engaged (Solomon et al., 2000). Scott (2010) further explains, “extracurricular activities allow youth to develop skills such as leadership, values,
sportsmanship, self-worth, as well as the ability to deal with competitive situations” (p.
1).
Findings from the National Center for Education Statistics (1995) noted that
during the first semester of students’ senior year, participants in extracurricular activities
reported better attendance than their non-participating classmates. Half of them had no
unexcused absences from school, and half had never skipped a class, compared to onethird and two-fifths of non-participants, respectively. Additionally, students who
participated in extracurricular activities (social engagement activities) were three times as
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likely to perform in the top quartile on a composite math and reading assessment
compared with non-participants (NCES, 1995). Further, students who participated in
extracurricular activities were more likely than non-participants to aspire to higher
education; two-thirds of participants were on track to complete at least a bachelor’s
degree, while about half of non-participants were expected to do so.
Gilman (2001) reported that adolescents involved in extracurricular activities
were more satisfied with school than students who were not involved in these same
activities. Research confirms that extracurricular activities are particularly helpful and
beneficial for at-risk students (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). According to Yarworth and
Gauthier (1978), students who participate in extracurricular activities tend to have higher
educational expectations of themselves and maintain higher achievement levels. The
aforementioned research studies are further supported by McNeal’s (1995) study that
indicated that students who are involved in extracurricular activities are less likely to
drop out of high school. The preponderance of studies around student involvement in
extracurricular activities at school is an indicator of how such activities create peak
experiences in students’ development and their connectedness to school.
Similarly, Mahoney, Larson, and Eccles (2005) concluded that making diverse
clubs and activities available to a wide range of students is important to students’ social
connections to school. An array of activities, such as athletics, cheerleading, pom, fine
arts, student government, newspaper/yearbook, academic organizations, and vocational
activities, are among a few of the many activities in which students should be encouraged
to participate (Eccles & Barber, 1999). When students are given the opportunity to
experience multiple extracurricular activities, it facilitates attachment to school, as well
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as an affiliation with peers; both of which help them focus on their academics. To that
end, adolescents can benefit from schools when they have opportunities to participate in
diverse activities and social engagement opportunities.
Further, Jacobs and Chase (1989) noted that extracurricular activities were
positively correlated with students with positive attitudes, greater educational goals, and
higher grade point average. Broh (2002) concurred with research that stated that when
students participate in some extracurricular activities, they experience a greater sense of
achievement. Along with creating a sense of belonging and personal pride for students,
extracurricular activities also have the proclivity to steer students away from drugs and
alcohol, while instilling a sense of honesty in students (Cassel, Chow, Demoulin, &
Reiger 2000).
McNeal (1995) maintains that “In high school, athletes tend to develop
friendships with teammates, and musically inclined students typically associate with
others with similar talents and aesthetic interests, if for no other reason than the requisite
time that teammates or band members must spend with one another” (p. 112). Much of
Ream and Rumberger’s (2008) work centered around the impact of student engagement
behaviors on school dropouts and how grades, friendship networks, and aspirations
influence the behaviors. They further noted that school preparation and students who
were involved in athletics significantly reduced the likelihood of students dropping out of
school.
After School Programs. Before and after school programs provide a plethora of
opportunities through which students can develop assets from involvement in creative
arts, sports, and clubs (Scales & Taccogna, 2000). In fact, it is through these
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opportunities that students develop leadership skills and social-emotional intelligence.
Another venue to keep students engaged in school is linking them with businesses and
community organizations that will provide them with “real-world” experiences.
Additionally, Nellie Mae Education Foundation found that students who participate in
after-school activities have a better attitude about learning, perform better in school, and
have a higher self-esteem.
Benefits of Social Engagement. To further investigate the benefits that
extracurricular activities have on students and their connectedness to school, this
researcher explored the impact that extracurricular activities have on students’
involvement in school, academic success, and how such participation increases the odds
for them to remain on track for graduation and create peak experiences for themselves.
Research tracking participation from eighth through twelfth grades and examining
outcomes in the postsecondary years concluded that consistent participation has positive
effects that last over a moderate length of time. In addition, students who actively
participate in various out-of-class activities are more likely to connect with an affinity for
a group of peers, which is important for student retention, success, and personal
development (Astin, 1984). Conscientious leaders must ensure that schools are equipped
to provide students with opportunities to experience social support and ensure students
have an academic level of knowledge as well (Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan, 1996).
The findings of research conducted by Fredericks (2011) suggest that these
practices are benefits of students participating in extracurricular activities:
•

Link youth to supportive adults and academically-oriented peers who can
provide them with social capital and encourage them to comply with
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school norms and values (Eccles & Gootman, 2002)
•

Increase youths’ sense of belonging and commitment to school and reduce
their likelihood of dropping out of school (Finn, 1989)

•

Improve students’ non-cognitive skills, such as working with others, task
persistence (Covay & Carbonaro, 2010)

•

Give students the opportunity to set goals for themselves (Mahoney	
  et	
  al.,	
  
2005)

Students who spent no time in extracurricular activities were 49% more likely to
use drugs, and 37% more likely to become teen parents than those who spend one to four
hours per week in extracurricular activities (United States Department of Education,
2002). In his examination of this research, Green (2010) posits that if schools create
opportunities for students to experience peak experiences that promote student
engagement, these opportunities would encourage them to stay on track to graduate from
high school. Rather than cutting extracurricular programs, school districts should clearly
consider embracing social engagement activities by providing students opportunities to
participate in peak experiences.
Intellectual/Academic Engagement
Intellectual engagement is another student engagement activity that promotes
peak experiences. Engagement contributes to students' interest in learning, social and
cognitive development, and academic achievement (Finn, 1993; Shernoff & Hoogstra,
2001). Most notably, and pertinent to this discussion, is that there must be greater
opportunity for students to experience academic and intellectual engagement. Academic
engagement is an important aspect of learning and has been the focus of recent
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educational research (Fredericks et al., 2004). According to Willms (2000), engagement
is related to classroom practices, but it is unrelated to a school’s infrastructure.
According to Ocal (2006), a 1992 study by the Colorado High School Activities
Association and the Colorado Department of Education revealed that “Colorado high
school students who participated in interscholastic activities had significantly higher
grade-point averages and better attendance.

Of the students surveyed, the average

participant’s GPA was 2.96 (on a 4.0 scale), compared to the 2.35 for the non-participant.
In one school, participants had an average reading test score of 76.30, compared to 58.91
for non-participants. In another school, participants scored 16.17 on the standardized
math test, compared to 13.31 for non-participants” (p. 3).
Classroom Environment. Ryan and Patrick (2001) revealed that characteristics
of classroom environments have an impact on student engagement with the focus on
teachers’ practices toward academic activities, as well as how students perceive these
practices. According to Walker and Green (2009), students’ attitudes toward the
academic work in the classroom and their perception of their own personal ability to do
the work impact their behavior and influence their achievement. Further, we must
compound the urgency that if students have peak experiences through academic
engagement activities, they must perceive that they possess the ability necessary to
manage any given set of circumstances in the classroom. To this end, research has
demonstrated that there is a link between self-efficacy and student achievement (Pajares
& Miller, 1994). To better understand factors that contribute to students not graduating
from school, Satchwell (2004) posited that students who feel isolated in school or class,
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have poor relationships with teachers, and experience behavioral and academic problems,
have the propensity to exit early from high school.
Conversely, students are more motivated to learn when teachers present them with
a challenging curriculum, high expectations, and a strong emphasis on achievement
(National Research Council, 2004). Further, this research suggests that when there are
diverse opportunities to develop and demonstrate mastery, students are more engaged and
feel competent. According to Schneider and Stevenson (1999), students are unlikely to
be highly engaged in schoolwork if they do not understand its relevance to their future
goals. Programs with occupational themes can assist students in envisioning different
future goals (Crain, 1999). Willms (2000) denoted that engagement is also related to
classroom practice, yet unrelated to the school’s infrastructure. Lopez (2010) believes
that engaged teachers have engaged students, and engaged schools performed better on
standardized achievement tests.
Intellectual/Academic Engagement Strategies. Engaging schools promote a
sense of belonging by personalizing instruction, showing an interest in students’ lives,
and creating a supportive, caring social environment (National Research Council, 2004).
According to the Gallup Student Poll (2011), Lopez cited that there are four ways to keep
students engaged:
•

Elementary schools prepare them for the rigors of the work in secondary
school.

	
  

•

Teachers get to know them.

•

Adults praise and recognize them for good schoolwork.

•

All schools commit to building the strengths of each student. (p.5)
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With that, an essential practice in engaging schools reinforces that teachers play a vital
role in delivering the curriculum and working hard at creating positive learning
environments conducive to student achievement; subsequently, they build relationships
with students before pushing them outside of their comfort zones. According to Blum
(2003), when students perceive that teachers are supportive and caring and when students
are engaged in their current and future academic progress, these qualities influence
students’ positive attachment to school. Also, teachers must ensure they provide students
with engaging work that is relevant and current (Brandt, 1993).
Effective Classroom Practices. Teacher-student connections and student
engagement are the two most important ingredients in teaching (Lowman, 1995). Biggs
(1989), for example, asserts that teachers should foster an innovative approach to
teaching by providing students with interactive learning activities and various approaches
to learning which ultimately contributes to improved learning. With growing concerns
about student engagement, the theme of innovative teaching and learning is an excellent
catalyst to consider methods that enhance students’ classroom experiences. Good
teaching is akin to weaving a fabric of connectedness between student, teacher, and the
curriculum (Palmer, 2007).
When students have control over their choices, thoughts, and actions in class,
teachers then have created a more motivating environment for students to learn.
Subsequently, students have the proclivity to learn the material or complete the tasks
because they feel it is their choice (Anderman, 2003). Further, when students engage
because they see value in the learning experience, that intrinsic motivation leads to
increased engagement (Bandura, 1999). Students in middle and high school both want
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and need to know that they can exercise some level of control over their lives (Deci &
Ryan 1987). Consequently, creating active learning experiences and ensuring relevance
in the curriculum are essential. Students tend to engage better in school when they learn
how to manage their time so that academic involvement does not land at the bottom of
their priority list (Daniels, 2010).
Student perception of a supportive environment has been found to be especially
relevant during adolescence when students begin to consider their capabilities and what
they aspire to be in life (Goodenow, 1993). Students who are engaged in class activities
feel a sense of pride and satisfaction in what they accomplish, which ultimately increases
their competencies (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Many times students are more engaged in
the classroom when teachers create academic tasks that are collaborative in nature
(Schaps, 2009). According to Azzam (2007), students are able to stay on track for
graduation when they are provided with strategies, such as experiential learning, varied
instructional styles to accommodate students who have different learning styles,
academic support systems for struggling students, mentoring, and assuring that students
have close ties with one adult in the schoolhouse to whom they can confide in and whom
they trust. Also, mentoring can lead to academic success and less students dropping out
of high school (Rhodes, Grossman, & Resch (2000). A good example of a program that
demonstrated efficacy of adults closely monitoring students’ academic and behavioral
progress is the Check and Connect program (Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley
(1998).
Effective School-wide Practices. According to the SREB report (2005), high
schools should closely monitor and support ninth grade students, especially minority and

	
  

	
  
36	
  

	
  
male students. Students in ninth grade who struggled through middle school and did not
develop the necessary academic study and social skills often enter ninth grade unprepared
and out of place. Therefore, providing students with a mentor to connect with during the
day to monitor their progress would place them on a trajectory toward graduation.
In the results from Building A Grad Nation report, Balfanz, Bridgeland, Fox, et al.
(2014) repeatedly suggested that schools can reach the goal of 90% graduation rate by
2020 by focusing on the following topics:
1. Reduce chronic absenteeism with policies and practices that support students in
coming to school, staying in school, and learning in school.
2. Launch grade-level reading campaigns, ensuring all students read proficiently and
with comprehension by fourth grade and beyond.
3. Redesign middle grades education by making it engaging, effective, and
academically challenging.
4. Build in time for academic and social/emotional support for students.
5. Develop school structures that foster development of positive relationships among
students, counselors, parents, teachers, and administrative staff.
6. Provide students with engaging coursework that prepares them for college and
careers, as outlined in Common Core State Standards.
7. Expand education options for students and connect them with high school
opportunities, such as Dual Enrollment, back-on-track recovery programs, quality
career-technical education, and early college high schools. (p. 42)
Moreover, children must be provided an emotionally secure and safe classroom
environment where social and emotional skills, such as problem solving, coping, conflict
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resolution, and understanding and managing feelings are developed. As these skills are
developed, students are better prepared to make friends, express their thoughts, and cope
with frustrations in school (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009). Interestingly
enough, providing students opportunities to engage in these type of coping mechanisms
as they matriculate elementary, middle, and high school increases their likelihood of
performing well on high-stake tests (Lopez, 2011). When students enter school, they do
not enter with the intention of dropping out or failing to be engaged; rather,
disengagement comes as a result of teachers’ attitudes and behaviors, as well as school
policies and practices (Offord & Bennett, 1994).
Summary
The main purpose of this chapter was to review existing literature that supports
student engagement activities that keep students on track to graduate from high school.
A few fruitful areas of research have examined activities that promote peak experiences
that would encourage students to stay in school. The goal is presumably to sound the
alarm and rally educators, policy-makers, and the public to keep high school dropout
crisis as an urgent national priority. The stakes are high, and American schools can no
longer pretend that they are putting forth their very best efforts to ensure all subgroups
are provided with memorable moments that would keep them focused and on track to
graduate from high school. Stout and Christenson (2009) believe that “supporting and
improving academic, behavioral, cognitive, and affective engagement can mitigate the
risk of dropouts, and promote school completion for all students, even those who face
difficult challenges” (p. 20).
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The Alberta Education Summary Report (2006) reported several themes that were
reasons students stayed on track to complete high school. Understanding these activities
can help keep students on track:
1. Safe and caring environment in which to work
2. Alternative programing such as online academic programs and career incentive
programs
3. Connection that students feel toward their academic community, teachers, and
peers
4. Counseling support
5. Mentorship programs
6. Cross-cultural awareness initiatives
7. One-on-one small group instruction
8. Diverse learning strategies
9. Assessment methods and learning materials tailored to students’ needs
10. Models for support, such as homework hotel, math clubs, homework lunch clubs,
and classroom workshops (p. 6)
Although progress is being made to ensure more students graduate from high
school and meet President Obama’s national goal of a 90% high school graduation rate
by 2020, if we expect for this to come to fruition, we must calibrate our efforts.
According to Balfanz, Bridgeland, Moore, and Fox (2010), the dropout crisis will take a
collaborative effort by leaders and citizens at all levels of our communities, states, and
nation. According to Building a Grad Nation Report (2014), Sara Katheryn Lowery, a
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sophomore from Norwood High School (Norwood, Ohio), shared a story about adults
who stepped up and kept her on track for graduation. She wrote:
Dear Adults:
I am grateful for finding the organization Live It Like You Mean It, (LILYMI). In
7th grade, I joined Girls Circle, a place where girls open up and have a safe place
to talk. Both groups were run by caring adult mentors from LILYMI. At that point
in my life, I had lost any confidence I had in myself and others. But I met a
mentor who encouraged me. Restoring and renewing my confidence did not
happen overnight. My mentor(s) made a commitment to look out for me. My
main mentor, Glenna, works with lots of kids, but when I’m with her, she makes
me feel like, in that moment, I’m the only person who matters. My mentor knows
my fears and my dreams. She helped me realize that I can make my life the way I
want it to be. Now that I am in high school, I have the opportunity to go back and
support new middle school students. Someone cared about me and now I help
others. My advice to other youth is to connect with a group and mentor. Then
begin to help others, also, because in the process you will help yourself. (p. 69)
Progress over the last decade gives us confidence that good research can continue
to guide our efforts; accurate and relevant data can prompt appropriate responses, and a
strategic approach can propel school districts to provide students with opportunities to
experience peak experiences that will sustain them as they matriculate through high
school. With this new information, schools and communities are charged with expanding
the discussions around solutions to dropout crisis and providing opportunities for students
to have meaningful peak experiences that will keep them connected to school and on
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track to graduate from high school. Presumably, peak experiences are a panacea for
keeping students in school and on track to graduate; they provide students with
opportunities to connect with the school community. To embrace peak experiences
reflects a commitment to learning in schools where students feel valued; teachers and
administrators feel connected, and everyone is committed to the growth and learning of
all children and adults (Green, 1998).
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Chapter 3
Methodology
A critical issue facing American education today is the large percentage of high
school dropouts. Currently, the national high school graduation rate is 80%, concluding
that approximately 20% of eligible high school students have opted to drop out of school
(Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce, et al., 2013). Exposures of lagging graduation rates and
early dropout numbers have sparked renewed interest in the dropout problem from our
nation’s leaders. Consequently, greater pressure than ever before has been placed on the
leadership in schools and school districts to improve graduation rates.
In search of an approach to reducing the dropout rate, this researcher sought to
analyze the peak experiences of eleventh grade students on track for graduation and those
who were not on track for graduation. A 5-item questionnaire was used to solicit
responses from both groups of students. Based on students’ responses to the 5-item
questionnaire, the researcher explored the set of relationships between the types and
number of “peak experiences” that promoted students’ commitment to staying in school,
their being on or off-track for graduation, and their high school grade point average
(GPA), gender, and ethnicity. This chapter provides a description of the major elements
of the study, inclusive of statement of the problem, sample and population, survey
instrument, content validity, data collection procedures, data analysis procedures, and
summary.
Statement of the Problem:
The problem undergirding this study was the growing number of students who
drop out of school each year. It can be perceived that a dropout rate, such as 20%, can
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negatively impact society as a whole, causing record numbers of illiterant individuals,
yielding more prisons, crimes, and disruptions in our nation (Music, 2012). Despite
increased instructional leadership practices in schools and despite the many programs that
are implemented to increase teacher effectiveness and teaching and learning, there are
still a large number of students dropping out of school. Therefore, there is a need to
identify approaches that school leaders can use to motivate students to remain in school
and engage in quality instruction that would lead to graduation.
Sample and Population
For the purpose of this study, a convenient sample was used. Students enrolled in
traditional eleventh grade English were selected to participate in the study. The criteria
for participation were pre-determined as each participant had to be an eleventh grade
regular English student. Students who took honors and Advanced English classes were
not selected because these students usually possess the self-efficacy necessary to excel in
school and stay on track to graduate. English classes were selected so that the researcher
could obtain a cross sample of students within the school. Eleventh grade students were
selected because these students were on the precipice of getting out of high school. The
researcher believed that eleventh grade seemed to be the optimal time to ask students
about peak experiences, as these students have a history and have been in high school
long enough to have accumulated some peak experiences along the way. The final
selection of participants was based on the returned student and parent consent forms.
The students were selected from six high schools in a school district in the
Southeastern section of the United States. The students selected represented the average
student in the district taking traditional eleventh grade English. The English department
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chairs assisted the researcher in verifying that the students requested to participate in this
study were those who were taking traditional eleventh grade English. The school district
selected for the study contained five regions. To further ensure that the sample was
representative of the average eleventh grade student in the district, students were selected
from a school in each of the five regions.
The researcher delivered 75 parent and student consent forms to each of the six
high schools’ English chairpersons, who then distributed the forms to eleventh grade
students enrolled in traditional English. A total of 450 parent and student consent forms
were distributed. Of the 450 consent forms distributed, 246 students returned the consent
forms and agreed to participate in the study, representing a return rate of 55%.
The Survey Instrument
This study addressed the data collected from the survey entitled, “An
Identification of Peak Experiences of Eleventh Grade Students”. The survey was
administered using Survey Monkey, a web-based survey tool. The survey was developed
by doing a pilot study of eleventh grade students on track and not on track for graduation
(Gilmore, 2013). The survey consisted of questions developed from peak experiences
appearing in the literature. These questions were affiliated with students who stayed on
track to graduate from high school. Additionally, survey items in this study were
developed as a result of an analysis of previous studies, discussions with practitioners in
the field, and an extensive review of previous literature (Green, 2010). Ultimately, the
survey instrument was divided into three sections; section one contained relevant student
demographic characteristics; section two contained criteria related to students’ on- or offtrack graduation status, and section three contained peak experiences in which students
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may or may not have had in school.
With respect to section 2, students were treated as “on track” for graduation if and
only if they checked “yes” with respect to all three of the following statements:
1. At the end of my eleventh grade year, I will have at least 15 credits.
2. I have good attendance in school. (fewer than 5 absences 1st semester).
3. I have never made an “F” as a final semester grade since I have been in high
school (Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Fox, 2011).
Because prior research indicated that all three criteria must be considered in predicting
the likelihood of students graduating from high school, those respondents not replying
affirmatively to all three criteria were classified not on track. With respect to section
three, twenty-one different peak experiences were listed that, according to the sources
mentioned previously, either socially, emotionally, or intellectually, caused students to be
committed to graduate from high school. To facilitate students’ responding, the
instrument was created and placed online, using Survey Monkey; it was extensively
edited to ensure that it could be completed in ten minutes or less.
Content Validity
To ensure the most content valid and reliable (Suskie 1996) instrument possible,
the survey was field-tested by a group of eleventh grade students who were selected to
complete the survey and provide feedback regarding its content and their understanding
of the questions. As previously mentioned, the items populating the questionnaire were
grounded in research by Finn (1989), Green (2010), and Fredricks et al. (2004) who
commonly touched upon issues of student engagement and persistence toward
graduation. For the pilot administration, the researcher asked the students to answer
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whether the content of items reflected the memorable moments that kept them on track to
graduate from high school and whether or not the expression of the items was easy to
follow and understand. Based on the students’ feedback, the researcher tweaked some of
the items and boldface those words the students’ felt should be emphasized. The students
chosen to review the survey were not the targeted students for the research.
Data Collection
The researcher first obtained approval from the district under study (see Appendix
A). Next, the researcher secured permission from University of Memphis Institutional
Review Board for the protection of human subjects (see Appendix B). Additionally, the
researcher secured permission via email from principals of six high schools to conduct a
survey of eleventh grade students enrolled in eleventh grade traditional English (see
Appendix C). Once principals’ approvals were received, parental and student approvals
were acquired, using a consent form designed for that purpose (see Appendices D & E).
From the six high schools, the English chairpersons distributed the consent forms to
students enrolled in eleventh grade traditional English. After the consent forms were
received, students returning the forms were asked to complete the survey entitled “The
Identification of the Peak Experiences of Eleventh Grade Students” (see Appendix F).
The survey was operationalized using Survey Monkey and the survey link was
electronically sent to the eleventh grade English chairpersons. After receiving the survey,
students were taken to the school computer laboratory to electronically complete the
survey. Two hundred and forty six participants completed the survey for a 100%
response. Student results were compositely compiled in a Survey Monkey database. By
accessing the Survey Monkey database, the researcher was able to analyze the data.
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Data Analysis
To answer the research questions, data was analyzed, using the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS). The data analysis was based on the research questions
and research design of this work. In order to answer the first research question—Is there
a relationship between the type of peak experiences chosen by students who are on track
for graduation and those who are not? –– “two-way” chi-square analyses were
conducted on each peak experience to determine whether a student having that
experience was linked to their being on track for graduation or not on track for
graduation.
To answer the second research question—Do students who are on track for
graduation tend to have more peak experiences than those who are not on track?––the
total number of peak experiences each student had were summed and that sum compared
by the students’ status as being on track for graduation or not on track. In making that
comparison, a single independent t-test was conducted. Similarly, with respect to the
third research question––Is there a relationship between the number of peak experiences
and a student’s grade point average, gender, and ethnicity?—the aforementioned sums
were compared across groups using independent t-tests (point bi-serial correlation
analyses), but the groups employed were those created by categorizing students as
belonging to one of two groups: male or female, high or low GPA, African American or
other ethnicity; a correlational analysis was conducted.
Finally, and with respect to the fourth research question––Do students who are on
track for graduation tend to have more peak experiences that are categorized as
emotional, social, and intellectual peak experiences than those who are not on track for
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graduation?—the researcher classified each group of peak experiences by their status as
“emotional,” “social,” or “intellectual” in nature. After obtaining a sum for each type of
peak experience, an analysis was conducted to compare the three sums by students who
were on track and not on track for graduation. For this analysis, a multivariate t-test was
used to determine whether group differences were observed across the set of three types
of peak experiences, while individual t-tests were used to determine which, if any, of the
three types of peak experiences were linked more strongly to the on-track or not on track
group.
Summary
This chapter contains pertinent information regarding the research design,
participants, survey instrument, data collection procedures, and data analysis. This was a
quantitative study designed to investigate peak experiences that kept students committed
to graduating from high school and kept them on track for graduation. The population for
this study consisted of a representative sample of 450 eleventh grade regular English
students from six high schools who were asked to participate in the study in a school
district in the Southeastern section of the United States. The consent forms return rate
was 55% equating to 246 students who participated in the survey, returning consent
forms. The data collected from the survey were compiled and analyzed using SPSS, and
the results were categorized to answer the four research questions. The next chapter
delineates the results obtained.
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Chapter 4
Findings
The purpose of this study was to investigate peak experiences of eleventh grade
students who were on track and those who were not on track for graduation. The
researcher was also interested in the types and number of social, emotional, and
intellectual peak experiences that kept students on track for graduation. This chapter
presents an analysis of the data and discusses the findings pertinent to four research
questions posed in this study. These research questions were as follows:
1. Is there a relationship between the type of peak experiences chosen by students
who are on track for graduation and those who are not?
2. Do students who are on track for graduation tend to have more peak
experiences than those who are not on track?
3. Is there a relationship between the number of peak experiences that students
have and their grade point average, gender, and ethnicity?
4. Do students who are on track for graduation tend to have more peak
experiences that are categorized as emotional, social, and intellectual peak experiences
than those who are not on track for graduation?
Description of the Sample
Students who responded to the questionnaire were drawn from six high schools in
a district located in the Southeastern section of the United States. Two hundred forty-six
students provided useable responses. The gender and ethnicity of the students were
varied. Of the 246 respondents, 142 (57.7%) were African Americans; 70 (28.5%) were
White; 11 (4.5%) were Hispanics; 2 (.8%) were Native American/Alaskan; 14(5.7%)
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were Asian/Pacific Islanders; and 7 (2.8%) were other race/ethnicity. Considering the
gender of the participants, 137 (55.7%) were females; 109 (44.4%) were males.
Of the 246 respondents, 54 (22.0%) had a grade point average of 3.5 or higher; 84
(34.1%) had a grade point average of 3.0-3.4; 67 (27.2%) had a grade point average of
2.5-2.9; 31(12.6%) had a grade point average of 2.0-2.4; and 10 (4.1%) had a grade point
average below 2.0.
Determining if students were on track for graduation or not on track was based on
whether the students checked “yes” to all three of the following statements:
1. At the end of my 11th grade year, I will have at least 15 credits.
2. I have good attendance in school. (fewer than 5 absences 1st semester).
3. I have never made an “F” as a final semester grade since I have been in high
school.
According to Balfanz et. al (2014), these are three indicators of whether students
are on track or not on track for graduation. Two hundred and twenty-eight (92.7%) of the
respondents checked “yes” to having 15 or more credit hours; 178 (72.4%) of the
respondents checked “yes” to having had fewer than five absences per semester, and 168
(68.3%) respondents checked “yes” to having no failing semester grades. Therefore, the
number of students “on track” for graduation was 131, and the number of the students
“not on track” to graduate was 115. A	
  summary	
  of	
  the	
  participants	
  by	
  gender,	
  
ethnicity,	
  and	
  grade	
  point	
  average	
  and	
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  met	
  the	
  
criteria	
  for	
  being	
  on	
  track	
  for	
  graduation	
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  those	
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  the	
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Research Question 1. Results pertinent to Research Question 1 concerning the
relationship between the types of peak experiences and students’ status as being on track
or not on track for graduation are presented in Table 2. As shown, 13 out of 21 peak
experiences presented (or roughly 62%) were responded to differently by students who
were on track (n = 131) versus those who were not on track (n = 115) for graduation. Of
these 13, two could be classified as “social” peak experiences: (1) being involved in
school clubs and (2) volunteering for community service. 	
  
Five could be classified as “emotional” peak experiences: (1) being accepted by
my peers, (2) having supportive parents, (3) feeling a sense of belonging in school, (4)
having caring teachers, (5) being in classrooms in which there is trust and respect
between teacher and student. The remaining six could be classified as “intellectual” peak
experiences: (1) having teachers who make sure I understand all assignments, (2) making
good grades in school, (3) being recognized at school for making good grades, (4) taking
challenging classes, (5) doing classwork that is relevant, meaningful, and worthy of my
time and attention, and (6) being part of a school that has a positive climate and effective
discipline.
Of the “social” peak experiences, statistically significant differences were
observed for "being involved in school clubs"	
  (χ2(1) = 9.01, p < .01, g = 0.39, φ = .19)
and “volunteering for community service” (χ2(1) = 6.35, p < .05, g = 0.33, φ = .16). All
five of the peak experiences classified as “emotional” were found to be statistically
different: specifically, “being accepted by my peers” (χ2(1) = 3.87, p < .05, g = 0.33, φ =
.16).;”having supportive parents” (χ2(1) = 10.33, p < .01, g = 0.42, φ = .21).; “feeling a
sense of belonging in school” (χ2(1) = 12.69, p < .001, g = 0.47, φ = .23).; having caring
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teachers” (χ2(1) = 13.14, p < .001, g = 0.48, φ = .23); and “being in classrooms in which
there is trust and respect between teacher and students” (χ2(1) = 17.31, p < .001, g = 0.55,

φ = .27).
Finally, statistically significant differences were observed for six of the seven
peak experiences that could be classified as “intellectual”: namely, “having teachers who
make sure I understand all assignments” (χ2(1) = 9.72, p < .01, g = 0.41, φ = .20);
“making good grades in school” (χ2(1) = 12.98, p < .001, g = 0.47, φ = .23); “being
recognized at school for making good grades” (χ2(1) = 15.53, p < .001, g = 0.52, φ = .25);
“taking challenging classes” (χ2(1) = 4.52, p < .05, g = 0.27, φ = .14); “doing classwork
that is relevant, meaningful, and worthy of my time and attention” (χ2(1) = 25.08, p <
.001, g = 0.67, φ = .32); and “being part of a school that has a positive climate and
effective discipline” (χ2(1) = 23.81, p < .001, g = 0.65, φ = .31). It should be noted that
the largest effects tended to be observed for the latter group of items.

	
  

	
  
52	
  

	
  
Table 1
Frequencies and Percentages of Student Respondents by Gender, Ethnicity, Grade Point
Average, and “On Track” Criteria
Variable

f

%

Female
Male

137
109

55.7
44.3

African American
White
Hispanic
Native American/Alaskan
Asian/Pacific Islander
Other Race/Ethnicity

142
70
11
2
14
7

57.7
28.5
4.5
.8
5.7
2.8

10
31
67
84
54

4.1
12.6
27.2
34.1
22.0

Fifteen or More Credit Hours at 11th Grade
Yes
No

228
18

92.7
7.3

Fewer than 5 Absences Per Semester
Yes
No

178
68

72.4
27.6

No Failing Semester Grades
Yes
No

168
78

68.3
31.7

Gender

Ethnicity

Grade Point Average
Below 2.0
2.0-2.4
2.5-2.9
3.0-3.4
3.5-4.0 or higher
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Table 2
Item-Level Comparisons of Peak Experiences by Eleventh Grade Students Who Are “On
Track” and “Not on Track” for Graduation

Peak Experience

Not On-Track
(n = 115)

On-Track
(n = 131)

χ2

g

φ

0.14

0.05

0.02

48.1

0.01

0.01

-0.01

87.0

13.0

3.30

0.23

0.12

20.0

71.0

29.0

2.67

0.21

0.10

74.8

25.2

56.5

43.5

9.01 **

0.39

0.19

Serving as a Student
Council representative

88.7

11.3

87.0

13.0

0.16

0.05

0.03

Having teachers who
make sure I understand
all assignments

33.0

67.0

16.0

84.0

9.72 **

0.41

0.20

Being accepted by my
peers

42.6

57.4

30.5

69.5

3.87 *

0.25

0.13

Working in one of the
school's offices

82.6

17.4

73.3

26.7

3.07

0.22

0.11

Making good grades in
school

33.0

67.0

13.7

86.3

12.98 ***

0.47

0.23

Being recognized at
school for making good
grades

67.8

32.2

42.7

57.3

15.53 ***

0.52

0.25

No
%

Yes
%

No
%

Yes
%

Being involved in band
or choir

83.5

16.5

81.7

18.3

Being involved in
sports

51.3

48.7

51.9

Being involved in Pom
or Cheer

93.9

6.1

Being involved in the
"Arts"

80.0

Being involved in
school clubs

(Table 2 Continues)
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(Table 2 Continued)

Peak Experience

Not On-Track
(n = 115)
No
Yes
%
%

On-Track
(n = 131)
No
Yes
%
%

Volunteering for
community service

62.6

37.4

46.6

Being in a leadership
organization

67.0

33.0

Having supportive
parents

36.5

Feeling a sense of
belonging in school

χ2

g

φ

53.4

6.35 *

0.33

0.16

59.5

40.5

1.44

0.15

0.08

63.5

18.3

81.7

10.33 **

0.42

0.20

48.7

51.3

26.7

73.3

12.69 ***

0.47

0.23

Having caring teachers

39.1

60.9

18.3

81.7

13.14 ***

0.48

0.23

Taking challenging
classes

60.9

39.1

47.3

52.7

4.52 *

0.27

0.14

Participating in
academic competitions

86.1

13.9

84.0

16.0

0.22

0.06

0.03

Doing classwork that
is relevant,
meaningful, and
worthy of my time and
attention

40.0

60.0

12.2

87.8

25.08 ***

0.67

0.32

57.4

18.3

81.7

17.31 ***

0.55

0.27

45.2

24.4

75.6

23.81 ***

0.65

0.31

Being in classrooms in
which there is trust and
42.6
respect between
teacher and students
Being part of a school
that has a positive
54.8
climate and effective
discipline
*p <. 05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Research Questions 2 and 3. Results pertinent to Research Questions 2 and 3 are
presented in Table 3. With respect to Research Question Two concerning differences in
the number of peak experiences by students’ on-track status, the number of peak
experiences varied significantly between the two main groups. With a mean number of
11.33 peak experiences, students who were on track for graduation appeared to have
more peak experiences than those who were not on track for graduation. With the latter
group having a mean number of only 8.30 experiences, the results of an independent ttest comparison of the means were observed to be statistically significant and seen to be
linked to a robust effect size (t(244) = 5.27, p < .001, g = 0.67).
With respect to Research Question 3 and the relationship between the number of
peak experiences that students had and their grade point average, gender, and ethnicity,
the number of peak experiences varied significantly by students’ gender and grade point
average. Also shown in Table 3, females tended to have more peak experiences than
males (t(244) = 3.07, p < .01, g = 0.39), while students with higher grade point
averages—that is, above 3.0—tended to have more peak experiences than those with
grade point averages lower than 3.0 (t(244) = -4.41, p < .001, g = -0.56). By ethnicity,
however, no statistically significant difference was observed when the means observed
for African American students and non-African American students were compared
(t(244) = -1.66, ns, g = -0.21).
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Table 3
Comparisons of Mean Number of Peak Experiences for Eleventh Grade Students Who
Are “On Track” and “Not on Track” for Graduation and by Their Gender, Ethnicity,
Grade Point Average
"On Track" Status

n

Yes
M

SD

131

11.33

4.25

	
  

	
  

	
  

n

No
M

SD

115

8.30

4.70

	
  

n

Females
M

SD

137

10.72

4.36

	
  
Gender

	
  

t

g

5.27***

0.07

	
  

n

Males
M

SD

109

8.90

4.93

t

g

3.07**

0.39

t

g

4.41***

-0.56

t

g

-1.66

-0.21

Grade Point Average

n

Below 3.0
M

SD

108

8.47

4.33

n

3.0 or Higher
M

SD

138

11.04

4.69

Ethnicity
Not African American
n
M
SD
104

9.34

	
  	
  
	
  	
  
	
  	
  
**p < .01. ***p < .001.

	
  

African American
n
M
SD

4.63

142
	
  	
  

10.34
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Research Question 4. With respect to Research Question 4 concerning
differences in the number of peak experiences categorized as emotional, social, and
intellectual by students’ on-track status, Coefficient Alpha statistics were first computed
to determine the extent to which the groupings were statistically appropriate and
psychometrically reliable. As shown in Table 4, the statistics met minimum thresholds of
acceptability for “social” peak experiences (α = .62), “emotional” peak experiences (α =
.79), and “intellectual” peak experiences (α = .72). With each of these internal reliability
statistics proving to be adequate, the number of peak experiences was subsequently
summed for each of the three categories and means and standard deviations computed for
both “on-track” and “not on track” groups of students. These group-level statistics are
also presented in Table 4.
As shown in Table 5, the aforementioned were compared with a multivariate test
of the three pairs of means treated as a set, followed by univariate tests of the three pairs
of means considered individually. Consistent with the results observed for Research
Question 1, there was a highly significant multivariate difference observed in the set of
means obtained for the two groups (F(3, 242) = 10.62, p < .001). In addition, significant
univariate differences were observed for the two groups of students by their “on track”
status for the set of “social” (F(1, 244) = 8.23, p <.01, g = 0.36), “emotional” (F(1, 244)
= 28.78, p <.001, g = 0.68), and “intellectual” (F(1, 244) = 24.94, p <.001, g = 0.64),
peak experiences.
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Table 4
Means, Standard Deviations, Effect Size Differences for Peak Experiences Categorized
by Emotional, Social, and Intellectual among Eleventh Grade Students Who Are “On
Track” and “Not on Track” for Graduation
Peak
Experiences

Items

(α)

Not On-Track
(n = 115)
M
SD

21

0.85

8.30

4.70

11.33

4.25

0.68

9	
  
5
7

	
   0.62
0.79
0.72

	
   2.16
3.36
2.79

	
   1.85
2.01
1.76

	
   2.85
4.63
3.84

	
   1.95
1.72
1.53

	
   0.36
0.68
0.64

	
  	
  

	
  	
  

	
  	
  

	
  	
  

	
  	
  

	
  	
  

Combined
	
  
Social
Emotional
Intellectual

	
  

	
  	
  

	
  	
   	
  	
  

On-Track
(n = 131)
M
SD

g

Table 5
Multivariate Analysis of Variance of Peak Experiences Categorized by Emotional, Social,
and Intellectual among Eleventh Grade Students Who Are “On Track” and “Not on
Track” for Graduation
ANOVA F(1, 244)
Source

MANOVA
F(3, 242)

Social
Experiences

Emotional
Experiences

Intellectual
Experiences

On-Track
Status

10.62***

8.23**

28.78***

24.94***

Note. F ratios are Wilks' approximation of F. ANOVA = univariate analysis of
variance; MANOVA = multivariate analysis of variance.
**p < .01.***p < .001.
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Summary
Overall, this chapter provided the results from the four research questions
pertinent to this study. Differences were observed not only in the type but also in the
number of peak experiences participated in by students who were classified as being ontrack and not on track for graduation; the differences consistently tended to favor the “ontrack” group. While differences in the number of these experiences were also observed
when students were considered by gender and grade point average, the differences did not
pertain to students’ ethnicity. When peak experiences were categorized by type, all three
types discriminated by students’ on track status, but larger effects were observed for
emotional and intellectual peak experiences. In light of these outcomes, conclusions,
implications for practice, and recommendations for future studies are discussed in
Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5
Summary and Discussion
The United States was once the world leader in graduating students from high
school and college. However, current statistics on school dropout suggest	
  a	
  need	
  for	
  
critically	
  examining	
  high	
  school	
  practices	
  and	
  programs	
  to	
  identify	
  ways	
  that	
  will	
  
encourage	
  students	
  to	
  stay	
  in	
  school	
  and	
  graduate	
  from	
  high	
  school	
  (Balfanz,	
  
Bridgeland,	
  DePaoli,	
  et	
  al.,	
  2014).	
  	
  Green (2010) declares that there is an urgent need to
expand the promise of education in America by understanding the synergistic role
schools play in providing students with peak experiences that will help keep them on
track to graduate from high school. In fact, Green (2010) postulates that every child who
enters kindergarten must have at least six peak experiences to propel him out of Grade
12. School should be the center of children’s daily lives, and they should view schooling
as essential to their long-term well-being (Willms, 2003). However, some youths do not
share this sense of belonging and do not believe that academic success will have a strong
bearing on their future. These feelings and attitudes may result in their becoming
disaffected from school (Finn, 1989; Jenkins, 1995).
With this in mind, this researcher was interested in identifying social, emotional,
and intellectual peak experiences that were selected by eleventh grade students as those
that kept them engaged in school and on track to graduate from high school. It is
important to note that being on track for graduation is not totally based on academics.
Rather, social and emotional factors are also contributors to students being on track for
graduation, especially if their GPA is marginal or higher (Finn, 1989; Hirschfield &
Gasper, 2010).
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This chapter contains a statement of the problem, a review of the methodology, a
discussion of the findings, conclusions, recommendations, and suggestions for future
research. In the discussion, evidence that substantiated the importance of peak
experiences and the need for school principals to provide each student with sufficient
social, emotional, and intellectual peak experiences were provided.
Statement of the Problem
The problem undergirding this study was the growing number of students who
drop out of school each year. It was perceived that a dropout rate of 20% would
negatively impact society as a whole, causing illiteracy that yielded more crime and
disruption in our nation (Music, 2012). Despite increased instructional leadership
practices in schools, and despite the many programs that are implemented to increase
teacher effectiveness and teaching and learning, there is still a large number of students
dropping out of school. Therefore, there was a need to identify approaches that school
leaders could use to motivate students to remain in school and engage in quality
instruction that would lead to graduation.
Review of Methodology
As explained in Chapter 1, the purpose of this study was to investigate peak
experiences that kept students committed to graduating from high school as well as
practices and programs that research revealed were most likely to keep students on track
to graduate. The study focused on six high schools in western Tennessee. A convenient
sample was used to select students enrolled in traditional eleventh grade English classes
for participation in the study. A total of 264 students completed a questionnaire entitled,
“The Identification of the Peak Experiences of Eleventh Grade Students”. The 264
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students were divided into two groups, those on track for graduation and those who were
not on track for graduation. Data collected using this quantitative methodology enabled
the researcher to analyze the peak experiences of the two groups of students.
Based on student responses to the 5-item questionnaire, the researcher explored
the set of relationships between the types and number of “peak experiences”, students’
high school grade point average, gender, and ethnicity. It was the researcher’s assumption
that if students had peak experiences in these areas, they would be committed to staying
in school and thus be on track for graduation.
The questionnaire was divided into three sections where participants were asked
to provide their gender, ethnicity, and grade point average. To distinguish between
students on track for graduation and those not on track for graduation, the second section
of the questionnaire was used. The second section of the questionnaire asked students to
make a selection from three academic statements. On track for graduation was based on
whether the students checked “yes” to all three statements:
1. At the end of my eleventh grade year, I will have at least 15 credits.
2. I have good attendance in school. (fewer than 5 absences 1st semester).
3. I have never made an “F” as a final semester grade since I have been in high
school (Jordon, McPartland, & Lara 1999).
The remaining students were classified as “not on track” to graduate because they did
not check “yes” to all three statements. Having classified the two different groups of
students, the last section of the questionnaire asked participants in each of the two groups
to identify peak experiences that kept them on track to graduate from high school.
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To answer the research question, data was analyzed using the Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS). The data analysis was based on the research questions and
research design of this work.
Discussion of Findings
The research questions facilitated an investigation of the types and number of
peak experiences of students on track and not on track for graduation. Additionally, the
researcher wanted to know the relationship between the number of peak experiences in
which students had had and their grade point average, gender, and ethnicity. Finally, the
researcher wanted to know if students who were on track for graduation tended to have
more peak experiences that were categorized as emotional, social, and intellectual peak
experiences than those who were not on track.
Research Questions
Question 1. To address research question 1, is there a relationship between the type of
peak experiences chosen by students who are on track for graduation and those who are
not, the researcher conducted a “two-way” chi-square analyses to determine whether a
student having a particular peak experience was linked to his/her being on track for
graduation or not on track for graduation.
According to the results of the data collected and analyzed, there was a significant
difference in the peak experiences chosen by students on track and not on track for
graduation. Of the 21 peak experiences, thirteen (roughly 62%) were frequently chosen
by students who were on track for graduation. These key findings highlighted 13 peak
experiences that were of significant interest to students on track for graduation and
showed a significant difference in the number of students on track for graduation and
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those who were not. The peak experiences that were frequently selected by students on
track to graduate were: (1) doing classwork that is relevant, meaningful, and worthy of
my time and attention (87.8%); (2) making good grades in school (86.3%); (3) having
teachers who make sure I understand all assignments (84.0%); (4) being in classrooms in
which there is trust and respect between teacher and students (81.7%); (5) having caring
teachers (81.7%); (6) having supportive parents (81.7%); (7) being part of a school that
has a positive climate and effective discipline (75.6%); (8) feeling a sense of belonging in
school (73.3%); (9) being accepted by my peers (69.5); (10) being recognized at school
for making good grades (57.3%); (11) being involved in school clubs (43.5%); (12)
volunteering for community service (53.4%); and (13) taking challenging classes(52.7%).
Researchers and theorists confirmed the importance of the peak experiences
chosen most often by students on track for graduation. In regard to doing classwork that
is relevant, meaningful, and worthy of my time and attention, Finn (1989) confirmed that
when students value what they are learning and consider it meaningful and relevant to
their future, they become more engaged in school. Brandt (1993) supported this finding
by affirming that teachers must ensure they are providing students with engaging work
that is relevant and current. Also, this finding was supported by Schneider and Stevenson
(1999) who offered that students are unlikely to be highly engaged in schoolwork if they
do not understand its relevance to their future goals. In an effort to keep them engaged in
class, teachers collaborated during their professional learning communities and wrote
syllabi for students. They must create lessons that are meaningful and relevant to
students’ lives. If not, students lose interest in school.
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Considerable research and writing regarding a positive climate and effective
discipline and how they influence students to remain in school, appeared in the literature.
Therefore, being a part of a school with an effective discipline and positive climate is
desirable. As reported in Chapter 2, Brophy (1996) affirmed that teacher behavior, such
as guidance, modeling, sincere praise, and reinforcement, will help students experience
success in class. These are all experiences that contribute to a positive climate and an
effective discipline in school. Critical to this discussion is the notion that principals can
use student climate surveys to examine if students are connected to the school and
experiencing success in school. To this end, principals should conduct climate surveys
and use them to tease out factors that lead to positive school climate.
There is a consistent thread of evidence in the literature that identified being in
classrooms in which there is trust and respect between teacher and students plays a vital
role in keeping students on track to graduate. Wentzel (2002) affirmed that having
positive and supportive relationships with teachers influences students’ academic success.
Green (2010) offers that teachers are more effective when they build relationships with
their students. Thus, school leaders must make it a top priority to express the importance
of teachers developing a trusting relationship with their students and the positive
implications of building trust and respect in their classrooms.
In regard to making good grades and being recognized at school for making good
grades, researchers and theorists have affirmed the importance of school personnel taking
the time to recognize students for good academic performance. Walker and Greene
(2009) believed that the perception of belonging fostered by the recognition of a
nurturing and supportive school environment positively impacts engagement and
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achievement in school. Suggestions included having quarterly honor roll programs,
positive incentive awards, and acknowledging honor roll students over the intercom.
This finding was also supported by Lopez (2011) who confirmed that one way to keep
students engaged in school is for adults to praise and recognize them for making good
grades and doing good work. These findings suggested that principals must do a better
job of not only recognizing athletes for winning games, but recognizing students for
excelling in activities and making good grades. Athletics has always been a holder for
students. The results of this study provided evidence that other activities can be holders
and keep students on track for graduation.
A fifth peak experience that emerged from the study that kept students on track
for graduation was having caring teachers and having teachers who made sure they
understood all assignments. Blum (2003) supported this finding and agreed that when
students perceive that teachers are supportive and caring, it influences their positive
attachment to school. Furthermore, it is noteworthy to point out that Solomon et al.
(2000) revealed that when students are a part of a school environment where they feel
accepted and valued by their teachers, they tend to engage in more activities at the
school. Consequently, it stands to reason that if school districts are seeking to hire
effective teachers, they must be intentional about hiring teachers who are nurturing and
care about teaching students. Griffin (2012) agreed that teachers should work at getting
to know their students, be attentive to students’ needs, attend school functions, and
understand students’ home life. That bond enables teachers to push students
academically. The National Research Council (2004) agreed that students are more
engaged and feel competent when teachers provide them with diverse opportunities to
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develop and demonstrate mastery. Anderman (2003) supported this assertion that when
teachers create a motivating environment where students are mentored and supported,
they have the proclivity to learn the material and complete the tasks at hand.
A sixth peak experience that was chosen most often by students on track for
graduation was students feeling a sense of belonging in school. This peak experience was
supported with findings about how school leaders should foster and support students’
perceptions of belonging and, thereby, establish a supportive school environment.
Students must see their school as a caring place to learn and feel that they have adults
with whom to talk and to mentor them when they have problems in school. Students who
enjoy learning activities are likely to see value in coming to school. Blum (2003) agreed
that students are more likely to succeed when they feel connected to school.
Finn (1989) concurred, postulating that increased student connection and a sense
of belonging help to decrease student disengagement and subsequently moderate drop-out
rates. Kessler (2000) agreed and suggested that being a part of a group encourages young
people to reveal more and more of themselves, knowing that others will see and hear
them for who they really are. Such acceptance creates a deeper connection with a group,
which leads to a sense of belonging. It seems plausible that students who feel valued and
connected to their school recognize the importance of education in their lives and will
work harder to stay in school.
In addition to feeling a sense of belonging in school, having supportive parents
was selected as a peak experience that kept students on track for graduation. Desforges
and Abouchaar (2003) affirmed that students who had high parental involvement and a

high sense of belonging or high parental involvement and high teacher support, reported

	
  

	
  
68	
  

	
  
higher grade averages than students who reported low support at home and school.
Supportive parents and parental involvement encourage student achievement. Therefore,
school leaders must examine strategies that get parents more involved in what goes on
inside the schoolhouse. Activities, such as curriculum night, math night, Donuts for
Dads, Muffins for Moms, Parent-Teacher conferences, and choir/band concerts, are a few
ways to get parents involved in their children’s lives.
One of the salient aspects of the findings was the idea that students selected being
involved in school clubs as a peak experience that kept them on track for graduation. A
peak experience that kept students on track for graduation was being involved in school
activites. Being involved in extracurricular activities, such as school clubs, played an
integral role in young people’s school experiences (Fredricks & Eccles, 2010). They
provided opportunities for students to grow, connect to academically-oriented peer
groups, and build social skills. Gilman (2001) reported that adolescents involved in
extracurricular activities were more satisfied with school than students who were not
involved in these same activities. National Center for Education Statistics (1995)
reported that consistent attendance, academic achievement, and aspirations for continuing
education beyond high school were all positively associated with students who were
involved in extracurricular activities such as school clubs.
It has been extensively reported that students experience peer pressure on a daily
basis; peers play a vital role in young people’s lives. Peer friendships offer many high
school students positive opportunities to work and grow together. Thus, when students
selected being accepted by my peers as a peak experience that kept them on track for
graduation, that did not come as a surprise. Green (2010) talks about four types of
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relationships from the Nurturing School Theory that are needed in the school house.
Green believes that school leaders should build these types of relationships in their
buildings to foster goal attainment and increase student achievement.
•

Student/teacher relationships: Students feel motivated to learn and experience a
sense of belonging in the classroom; there is mutual trust and positive interaction
between teachers and students; teachers have an in-depth knowledge of students’
in-school and out-of-school lives; teachers model caring attitudes for students

•

Principal/ teacher relationships: There is a sense of caring among individuals and
a collective sense of responsibility for student success between teachers and
principal.

•

Student/student relationships: Students develop a kind and respectful behavior
toward each other. Students respect each other’s differences and learn to work
collaboratively together.

•

Community and school relationships: The school embraces the community in
the education of children (Green, 2010).
School counselors, teachers, and administrators should help equip students with

skills necessary to develop positive relationships with their peers and be accepting of all
races. Teachers can also assist by encouraging young people from diverse backgrounds to
work together during class activities. Because students value being accepted by their
peers, school leaders and counselors must also commit themselves to conducting sessions
on effective strategies for coping with peer pressure, as well. Guerin and Denti (1999)
affirmed that when students identify with peers in their school, it greatly diminishes a
student’s risk of dropping out.
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Another finding that students selected that kept them on track for graduation was
volunteering for community service. Melchior (1999) agrees and supports that students
who participate in high quality service-learning programs or community service were
more engaged in school and achieved at higher levels in mathematics. School personnel
must make a concerted effort to ensure students are given opportunities to volunteer in
communities, which gives them that feeling of social connectedness that appears to be
lacking in our increasingly divided society. Pritchard and Whitehead (2003), and Supik
(1996) concur with the gratification students receive when they volunteer for community
service. They found that students who were involved in volunteer work, community
service, or student government had higher grades in reading, math, and science and were
more likely to stay in school. Davila and Mora (2007) further support this finding and
revealed that performing community service during high school significantly improved
the odds of students attending college.
Finally, taking challenging classes was identified as a peak experience that kept
students on track for graduation. National Research Council (2004) suggested that
students are more motivated to learn when teachers present them with a challenging
curriculum, high expectations, and a strong emphasis on achievement. Balfanz,
Bridgeland, Moore, and Fox (2014) supported this finding and reported that schools can
reach the goal of 90% graduation rate by 2020 if they provide students with engaging
coursework that prepares them for college and careers. For example, students must view
their learning as meaningful, and it must challenge them to think deeply about how it
applies to their lives and expands their sense of efficacy.
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Eight of the 21 peak experiences were selected by students on track for
graduation and those not on track for graduation, and there was not a significant
difference in whether students were on track or not on track for graduation. To the
researcher, the implications of the peak experiences that had no statistically significant
differences in whether the student was on track or not on track for graduation was that
most of these peak experiences were the choice of the students. Further, they were
student controlled, caused by self-motivation, and did not require academic performance.
These peak experiences were as follows:
(1) Being involved in Pom or Cheer
(2) Working in one of the school’s office
(3) Being involved in the “Arts”
(4) Being in a leadership organization,
(5) Participating in academic competitions
(6) Serving as a Student Council representative
(7) Being involved in band or choir
(8) Being involved in sports
Research Question 2: Do students who are on track for graduation tend to have more
peak experiences than those who are not on track?
An independent t-test was conducted to determine if students who were on track
for graduation tended to have more peak experiences than those who were not on track
for graduation. An analysis of the results of the t-test revealed a significant difference in
the number of peak experiences checked by students on track for graduation, a mean
number of 11.33 as opposed to those who were not on track for graduation, a mean
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number of 8.30. On average, students on track to graduate checked 11.33 more peak
experiences than those who were not on track to graduate. Students not on track to
graduate from high school, on average, checked 8.30 peak experiences. Thus, there was
a significant difference in the number of peak experiences checked by students on track
and not on track for graduation, which suggests that students on track for graduation tend
to have more peak experiences than students not on track for graduation. Schools that are
grappling with low graduation rates and high dropout rates might review this finding and
attempt to keep students on a trajectory to finish high school by providing them with
opportunities to acquire as many peak experiences as possible.
This finding was consistent with the work of Stout and Christenson (2009) who
believed that “supporting and improving academic, behavioral, cognitive, and affective
engagement can mitigate the risk of dropout, and promote school completion for all
students, even those who face difficult challenges” (p.17). Maslow (1970) also believed
that students experience success in school when they are self-fulfilled and have peak
experiences. Green (1998) further affirmed that schools that nurture the social, emotional,
and ethical aspects of a student’s development increase the academic achievement of the
students and their enthusiasm for school. In such instances, the satisfaction of one’s need
for belonging creates more efficient coping strategies that are grounded in social,
emotional, and intellectual activities (Skinner & Wellborn, 1997).
Research Question 3. Is there a relationship between the number of peak experiences
that students have and their grade point average, gender, and ethnicity?
The results of the data revealed a significant difference in the number of peak
experiences chosen by females as opposed to males. Females had more peak experiences
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than males. The mean number of peak experiences for females was 10.72, and the mean
number of peak experiences for males was 8.90. Additionally, the data analysis revealed
that students who were successful in school tended to be more involved in activities. The
results also revealed a connection between high GPA and high peak experiences.
Students who had a GPA of 3.0 or above (with a mean of 11.04) had more peak
experiences than students with a GPA below 3.0 (with a mean of 8.47).
The results validated the work of Corso, Bundick, Quaglia, and Haywood (2013)
who posited that “the more students are engaged in their schoolwork, the more likely they
are to perform well academically, obtaining higher grades in their classes” (p. 50).
Different from this finding, the data analysis did not reveal a statistically significant
difference in the number of peak experiences and students’ ethnicity. The mean number
for African American students was 9.34, while the mean number for Non-African
Americans was 10.34. When analyzing the data to determine if there was a significant
difference in the number of peak experiences and students’ ethnicity, the difference was
found not to be significant. This finding further highlighted that it is the number and type
of peak experiences acquired that makes the difference.
Research Question 4. Do students who are on track for graduation tend to have more
peak experiences that are categorized as emotional, social, and intellectual peak
experiences than those who are not on track to graduate from high school?
The results of the data analysis regarding the categories of emotional, social, and
intellectual peak experiences revealed that there was a significant difference in the
number of social, emotional, and intellectual peak experiences for students on track for
graduation as opposed to those students not on track for graduation. A more in-depth
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analysis revealed that students on track for graduation had more emotional and
intellectual peak experience than students not on track for graduation. The mean score
for students on track for graduation who selected emotional peak experiences was 4.63,
while for students not on track for graduation, it was 3.36. The mean score for students
on track for graduation who selected intellectual peak experiences was 3.84, while for
students not on track, the mean score was 2.79.
Rather than placing pressure on students to achieve only rigorous academic
standards, school districts should consider providing students with emotional peak
experiences that instill positive relationships between students and a sense of belonging.
As identified in the study, this would assist students in acquiring the skills that provide
them with the strength to confront the many challenges they may encounter in the school
house.
Implications for Practice
When combined with the existing literature on social, emotional, and intellectual
engagement activities that promote peak experiences, this research had implications for
school leaders who are exploring ways to increase their graduation rates and reduce the
dropout rates in their schools. This quantitative study examined the peak experiences of
eleventh grade high school students; perhaps, the results of this study can help schools
and districts with lagging graduation rates to recognize the impact that social, emotional,
and intellectual peak experiences have on students’ ability to stay on track to graduate
from high school. It stands to reason that if principals want to reduce the drop-out rate
and increase the number of students who are graduating from high school, they should
identify the 13 peak experiences valued by students in this study and infuse them into
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their instructional program. It is important to note that the school climate and
environment can be adapted to better address the needs of all students. Creating a
nurturing culture of belonging, acceptance, caring, and support may be key factors in
promoting students staying on track for graduation. Specifically, providing students with
recognition programs and school club activity time during the school day may be
especially meaningful and vital components of keeping students in school and engaged
through high school.
Lopez (2011) postulated that hope, engagement, and well-being are positioned as
actionable targets and indicators of future success which links to attendance, grades,
achievement scores, retention, and employment. This study confirmed the research and
work of Goodenow (1993) that if schools create an environment where students feel safe,
engaged, and have a sense of belonging, they will reap great benefits and districts will
experience the joy of graduating more students. It should be readily noted that as schools
across the country grapple with trying to find a salient solution to reducing the drop out
rate and keeping students on track to graduate, they might examine peak experiences in
this study that kept students engaged in school.
Also, findings of this study may serve to justify continuing and/or expanding
extracurricular offerings because of the beneficial effect on students’ academic and
developmental experiences (O’Brien & Rollerfson, 1995). Further findings of this study
identified intellectual engagement activities that promote peak experiences, such as
providing students with classwork that is relevant, interesting, rigorous, and connected
with their aspirations in life. Moreover, schools must provide students with emotional
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engagement activities where students feel they are respected and someone cares about
them (Green, 1997).
With academic failure rates increasing in schools, it is important that educators
understand the role of alienation and disengagement from school and would explore the
results of this study to increase the success of keeping students engaged and on track in
school. Providing students an opportunity to experience a deep feeling of love, belonging,
and fulfillment motivates them to achieve ambitions (Maslow, 1970a).
It should be clear from this study that the perception of belonging, fostered by the
recognition of a nurturing and supportive school environment, was found to have
positively impacted engagement and achievement within school and community arenas
(Walker & Greene, 2009). Therefore, if school districts want to increase their graduation
rates, the findings from this study offered examples of the types of student engagement
activities that promoted peak experiences. These were selected by students as activities
that kept them on track to graduate from high school. With these new engagement
activities, school districts should observe teachers educating the “whole” child, inclusive
of the intellectual, emotional, and social development of the child. Stout and Christenson
(2009) said it best when they stated, “supporting and improving academic, behavioral,
cognitive, and affective engagement can mitigate the risk of dropout, and through the
implementation of both validated programs and effective universal strategies, educators
can promote school completion for all students, even those who face more difficult, and
often, multiple challenges” (p. 20).
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Recommendations for Future Related Research
The current research study focused on peak experiences that kept students on
track to graduate from high school. The types of engagement activities needed during
students’ school life to help them remain connected and dedicated to school completion
were identified. This researcher offers the following suggestions for future research with
the intent of enriching the literature with material that will provide schools with a deeper
understanding of how to keep students on track to graduate from high school:
1. More research on effective practices and programs that highly successful
schools with robust graduation rates are using to ensure students stay on
track to graduate needs to be conducted.
2. Further research is needed to explore when students start acquiring peak
experiences.
3. Conduct focus groups consisting of students who are on track and not on track
for graduation to capture the number of peak experiences they acquired in
elementary, middle, and high school.
4. Conduct a qualitative study with students not on track for graduation to
determine what caused them not to stay on track for graduation.
5. More studies are needed to determine the relationship between grade point
average and peak experiences.
6. Further research is needed with a larger sample of students on identifying
which peak experience (social, emotional, or intellectual) have more impact
and why? There is a need to find out why one area had more impact than
another.
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7. Further study is needed to determine why students selected the thirteen peak
experiences over the others.
8. Further study is needed to examine the roles of principals and teachers in
providing peak experiences for students.
Conclusions
In closing, this research has presented evidence of activities and peak experiences
that surfaced in the literature and were studied by theorists. These peak experiences,
chosen by students, have kept them on track to graduate from high school. We have long
speculated that academic and intellectual factors keep students committed to finish
school, but we now know that social and emotional factors can also keep students on
track for graduation. Therefore, it seems plausible that if school leaders investigate these
practices and examine mechanisms through which these activities are having impact on
students’ connections to school, they could have a substantial increase in high school
graduation rates.
Such investigation will move the field closer to assessing the correlation in the
number of social, emotional, and intellectual peak experiences of students on track and
not on track for graduation. It will also define which peak experiences have the most
impact in helping students stay on track to graduate from high school, irrespective of
their ethnicity. Further, a caring school climate will motivate students to stay in school
and commit to graduating from high school. Student engagement makes a difference.
Lastly, this study suggested that creating a climate of high expectations, nurturing
environment, student recognition programs, parental involvement activities, and school
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clubs would all motivate students to commit to staying in school. These peak experiences
could be very instrumental in keeping students on track for graduation.
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APPENDIX A

Office of Planning and Accountability
160 S. Hollywood • Memphis, TN, 38112 • (901) 416-5533 • www.scsk12.org

Brant Riedel, Ph.D.

Advisor
(901) 416-5533
riedelbw@scsk12.org

December 22, 2013
To:

Margaret Gilmore

Re:

Research Proposal

After consideration of your proposal, A Comparative Analysis of the Peak Experiences of 11th
Grade Students Who Are and Are Not on Track for Graduation, we have approved your
request to conduct this study in Shelby County Schools. You should use this letter as official
notification of approval for your study.
We look forward to working with you in the completion of this project. Please direct any
inquiries to me via email at riedelbw@scsk12.org.
Sincerely,

Brant Riedel

Cc: William E. White II
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THE UNI\/ERSITY OF
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Dreamers. ThInkers. Doers.

Institutional Review Board
To:

Margaret Gilmore

From:

Pamela M. Valentine, Institutional Review Board
For the Protection of Human Subjects
irb @memphis.edu
A Comparative Analysis of the Peak Experiences of
11th Grade Students Who Are and Are Not On Track
for Graduation [2374]
February 7, 2014 (Expedited)

Subject:

Date of Review:

The University of Memphis Institutional Review Board, FWA00006815, has reviewed your
submission in accordance with all applicable statuses and regulations as well as ethical
principles.
Approval of this project is given with the following obligations:
1. If this IRB approval has an expiration date, an approved renewal must be in effect to
continue the project prior to that date. If approval is not obtained, the human consent
form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no longer valid and any research activities involving
human subjects must stop.
2. When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be completed and
sent to the board.
3. No change may be made in the approved protocol without prior board approval, whether
the approved protocol was reviewed at the Exempt, Expedited or Full Board level.
4. Exempt approvals are considered to have no expiration date and no further review is
necessary unless the protocol needs modification.
With best regards,

͘

Interim Chair, I nstitutional Review Board
The University of Memphis
A Tennessee Board of Regents Institution
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March	
  17,	
  2014	
  
	
  
Participating Schools
Whitehaven HS
Ridgeway HS
Cordova HS
Millington HS
Germantown HS
Bartlett HS
Dear Principals:
I am a doctoral student at University of Memphis and the Assistant to the Chief
Academic Officer for Shelby County School District. For my dissertation, I am
conducting a study on a comparative analysis of the peak experiences of eleventh grade
students who are and are not on track for graduation. This research will focus on six high
schools in western Tennessee. I would like to include your school in my study.
As a participant in the study, 11th grade students in standard English classes will be asked
to complete a (5) question survey on the computer about peak experiences in their school
lives that have kept them on track for graduation. Students will be asked to complete the
survey in his/her English class, which will take about ten minutes of their time.
The district has approved my surveying students in your school. I am requesting your
permission to distribute the consent forms to all 11th grade Standard English students.
Only students who return consent forms will complete the survey. Only teachers who
teach 11th grade Standard English will receive the survey link. Teachers will provide me a
list of all students who return consent forms.
All information will remain strictly confidential, and no names will be used in any
reporting of results. Surveys will be secured, and only the researcher will have access to
them.
Thank you for allowing your students to participate in the study. If you have any further
questions about the research, you may contact me at (901) 493-0788.
Striving for excellence,
Margaret Gilmore
Assistant to the Chief Academic Officer
Office of Academic Affairs
Shelby County Schools
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Institutional Review Board
315 Administration Bldg.
Memphis, TN 38152-3370
Office: 901.678.3074
Fax: 901.678.2199

	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  

Parental Permission for Your Child to Participate in a Research Study
th

A Comparative Analysis of the Peak Experiences of 11 Grade Students Who Are and Are Not On Track for
Graduation

WHY IS YOUR CHILD BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
th

Your child is being invited to take part in a research study about peak experiences of 11 grade students who are and are
th
not on track for graduation. Your child is being invited to take part in this research study because he/she is in the 11
grade student. If your child takes part in this study, your child will be one of about 200 children to do so.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Margaret A. Gilmore, a doctoral student in the Department of Leadership at the
University of Memphis. Dr. Reginald Leon Green, professor and advisor in the department, is guiding her in this research.
There may be others on the research team assisting at different times during the study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
The purpose of this study is to ascertain if there is a relationship between peak experiences and students who are on
track to graduate from high school. A secondary purpose is to determine if there is a significant difference between the
number of peak experiences for students who are on track for graduation and those who are not. The researcher seeks
th
to investigate and conduct a comparative analysis of peak experiences of 11 grade students who are and are not on
th
track for graduation by correlating survey responses gathered from 11 grade students.
By doing this study, we hope to learn a plethora of factors/strategies that engage students in wanting to stay in school and
graduate. Also, what are factors that cause students to drop out of school and not want to graduate?

	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  

ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOUR CHILD SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
th

You should be excluded if you are not an 11 grader between the ages of 15-19 years or one student who is not a drop
out. Also, if you are not in a high school English class.
	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  

WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at Shelby County Schools’ high schools. Your child will need to come to
his/her English class and escorted to the computer lab and complete the survey. The total amount of time to complete the
survey will be approximately 10 minutes.
WHAT WILL YOUR CHILD BE ASKED TO DO?
As a participant in this study, your child will be asked to complete a six (6) question survey on the computer about peak
experiences in their school lives that have caused them to stay on track for graduation or the lack of experiences that
caused them to get off track for graduation. Your child will complete the survey in his/her English class.
The investigator will determine potential correlations between the types of peak experiences of students who are on track
for graduation and those who are not. Finally, the investigator will seek to determine if there is a significant difference
1 of 6
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315 Administration Bldg.
Memphis, TN 38152-3370
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between the number of peak experiences for students who are on track for graduation and those who are not.
Additionally, the investigator will determine if there is a relationship between the types of peak experiences of students
who are on track for graduation and those who are not.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things your child will be doing have no more risk of harm than your child would
experience in everyday life. The questions about peak experiences should not result in your child becoming upset or
stressful.
WILL YOUR CHILD BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that your child will get any benefit from taking part in this study. However, this study will possibly
assist district and school administrators in finding strategies and student engagement factors that will decrease the
dropout rate and keep students on track for graduation. Additionally, your child’s willingness to take part may, in the
future, help society as a whole better understand this research topic.
DOES YOUR CHILD HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to allow your child take part in the study, it should be because your child really wants to volunteer. Your
child will not lose any benefits or rights he/she would normally have if he/she chooses not to volunteer. Your child can
stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights he/she had before volunteering. As a student, if
your child decides not to take part in this study, his/her choice will have no effect on his/her academic status or grade in
the class.

IF YOUR CHILD DOESN’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER CHOICES?
If your child does not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in the study.

WHAT WILL IT COST YOU FOR YOUR CHILD TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.

WILL YOUR CHILD RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
Your child will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.

WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOUR CHILD PROVIDES?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify your child to the extent allowed by law.
Your child’s information will be combined with information from other children taking part in the study. When we write
about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write about the combined information we have gathered. Your
child will not be personally identified in these written materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will
keep your child’s name and other identifying information private.)
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The investigator with password protection will secure all surveys taken on SurveyMonkey. After information is retrieved
from SurveyMonkey, it will be deleted with no evidence of questions and responses.)
CAN YOUR CHILD’S TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If your child decides to take part in the study your child still have the right to decide at any time that he/she no longer
wants to continue. Your child will not be treated differently if he/she decides to stop taking part in the study.
The individuals conducting the study may need to withdraw your child from the study. This may occur if your child is not
able to follow the directions the teacher gives.
ARE YOUR CHILD PARTICIPATING OR CAN YOUR CHILD PARTICIPATE IN ANOTHER RESEARCH STUDY AT
THE SAME TIME AS PARTICIPATING IN THIS ONE?
(This section may not be applicable to social/ behavioral studies; if not applicable omit this section)
(Include this information if participating in other studies could put your child’s subject at risk)

	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  

Your child may take part in this study if he/she is currently involved in another research study. It is important to let the
investigator/ know if your child is in another research study. Your child should also discuss with the investigator before
he/she agrees to participate in another research study while he/she is enrolled in this study.

WHAT IF YOUR CHILD HAS QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation for your child to take part in the study, please ask any questions that
might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or complaints about the study, you can
contact the investigator, Mrs. Margaret Gilmore at (901) 493-0788. If you have any questions about your child’s rights as
a volunteer in this research, contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at 901-678-3074.
We will give you a signed copy of this permission form to take with you.

WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT MIGHT AFFECT YOUR CHILD’S DECISION
TO PARTICIPATE?
If the researcher learns of new information in regards to this study, and it might change your willingness for your child to
stay in this study, the information will be provided to you. You may be asked to sign a new permission form if the
information is provided to you after your child has joined the study.
WHAT ELSE DOES YOUR CHILD NEED TO KNOW?
Disclose what institution(s) (such as NIH, NCI, etc.) or companies are involved in the study through funding, cooperative
research, or by providing supplies or equipment. An example of such a statement would be as follows:
(name of institution/company) is providing financial support and/or material for this study.
Applicable FDA regulated drug (including biological products) and device clinical trials must include, in the informed
consent form, the following statement regarding clinical trial information being entered into a national clinical trial registry
data bank: “A description of this clinical trial will be available on http://www.ClinicalTrials.gov as required by U.S. Law.”
This website will not include information that can identify your child. At most, the website will include a summary of the
results. You can search this website at any time.
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Note, if the IRB determines that disclosure of financial interest is necessary to protect the subjects’ rights and welfare, you
may be asked to include a statement which informs subjects of the investigator’s financial interests in the study (i.e., the
source of funding and funding arrangements for the conduct and review of the research, or information about a financial
arrangement of the investigator and how it is being managed).
A new Federal law, called the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act (GINA), requires that investigators include
appropriate language in the informed consent documents for genetics research (genetic testing and/or collection of
genetic information).
If data from subjects are to be submitted to the database for Genome-Wide Association Studies (GWAS), inform subjects
and let them know that their data will be submitted to the database in de-identified form.
(When developing the consent form, please format to ensure the signature lines fall on a page containing text.)

	
  

	
  

Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

Date

	
  
	
  

Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study

	
  
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent

	
  

Date
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An Identification of the Peak Experiences of 11th Grade Students

Welcome
This six-question survey is designed to identify "peak experiences" of 11th grade students. Peak experiences
are defined as school activities, events, or programs that provide students a sense of belonging,
self-engagement, and self-worth. They equip students with the skills and ability to cope with the interactions
that occur in school.
After responding to a few questions about you (demographics), you are then asked to tell whether you are
on-track with respect to three academic criteria. Next, you are asked about "peak experiences" you have had.
Finally, you are asked to provide your feelings about your school environment.
* Participation in this survey is voluntary and your responses to the questions will be kept strictly confidential.
If you agree to participate, please check the "agree" response below. If you do not wish to participate, please check
the "do not agree" button to exit the survey immediately.
j I understand these conditions and AGREE to participate. Take
l
m
me to the survey.

I understand these conditions and DONOTAGREE to
participate. I want to exit the survey.

1. What is your gender?
j Female
l
m
j Male
l
m

2. With which of the following races/ethnicities do you most identify?
j African American
l
m

j Native American/Alaskan
l
m

j White
l
m

M Asian/Pacific Islander

j Hispanic
l
m
j Other Race/Ethnicity (please specify)
l
m

3. Which of the following ranges best represents your Grade Point Average (G.P.A.)?
j 3.5-4.0 or higher
l
m

j 2.0-2.4
l
m

j 3.0-3.4
l
m

j Below 2.0
l
m

j 2.5-2.9
l
m

Page 1
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4. Of the following criteria relative to graduation, which ones describe your status? Please check ALL those that apply to you.
f At the end of my 11th grade year, I will have at least 15 credits.
e
c
c I have good attendance in school.(fewer than 5 absences 1st semester).
e
f
f I have NEVER made an "F" as a FINAL SEMESTER GRADE since I have been in high school.
e
c

5. To which of the following peak experiences do you attribute your present success in school? Read all the options carefully and
click on ALL those that you feel are applicable(there will probably be more than one).
c Being involved in band or choir.
e
f

c Volunteering for community service.
e
f

c Being involved in sports.
e
f

c Being in a leadership organization.
e
f

c Being involved in Pom or Cheer.
e
f

c Having supportive parents.
e
f

c Being involved in the "Arts".
e
f

f Feeling a sense of belonging in school.
e
c

e Being involved in school clubs (such as Spanish Club, Art Club,
f
c

c Having caring teachers.
e
f

Beta Club, National Honor Society).

c Taking challenging classes.
e
f

c Serving as a Student Council representative.
e
f

c Participating in academic competitions (examples--Spelling
e
f

c Having teachers who make sure I understand all assignments.
e
f
c Being accepted by my peers.
e
f

Bee, Geography Bee, etc.)

f Doing classwork that is relevant, meaningful, and worthy of my
e
c

c Working in one of the school's offices (examples - guidance,
e
f

time and attention.

f Being in classrooms in which there is trust and respect between
e
c

attendance, assistant principal's office).

teacher and students.

c Making good grades in school.
e
f
c Being recognized at school for making good grades.
e
f

c Being part of a school that has a positive climate and effective
e
f
discipline.

Thank you for your interest/participation in this survey.

Click the submit button to exit.
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APPENDIX F
The following example is what happens when students feel supported in the classroom; the letter was
recently written by a student the researcher had in her English class eight years ago:
From: Sandhya Sridhar <sandsrid@umail.iu.edu>
Date: June 23, 2014 at 3:25:01 AM CDT
To: <mgilmore@scsk12.org>
Subject: Former student - 6th grade of 2004
Dear Ms. Gilmore,
You told me to strive for excellence a decade ago, and since then the principle has been the foundation, the
unshakable foundation, of my growth and development in academia, spirituality, physical well-being, and
creative efforts. If this is not lifelong impact, I don't know what is. The service you provided for me from
fall 2004 to spring 2005 is and will continue to be my keystone. I cannot describe to you how
transformational your immutable enthusiasm for education was. I did not recognize the sheer power of
enthusiasm until your class and have not forgotten it since! It's of royal importance that you know that
though sixth grade was a long time ago, your spirit has only ever grown in me (and your other students, I
am beyond sure) since then. Language and the humanities, at the age of 11, became my energy instead of
pastime thanks to you. And the effect that has had in my life is indescribable. Only my parents know the
number of years I was pining to get back in touch with you to describe the domino effect of having you as
my English teacher.
You're a blessing to the field of education in general, and most importantly to children. I do not exaggerate
this impact when I say that my life changed in sixth grade, and I only recognized that years later. I hope to
meet you again some day so that I can continue to absorb in your wisdom and that we can connect at a
deeper level. Sending gratitude, respect, admiration, and love from Indiana University!

Yours truly,
Sandhya Sridhar
Germantown Middle School, 2004-2005
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